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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF FEMINIST THEORY IN THE SCIENCE FICTION
OF JOANNA RUSS, JAMES TIPTREE JR, AND OCTAVIA BUTLER

by Amanda Boulter

This thesis addresses the feminist movement in science fiction from the late
1960s to the 1990s. It explores how SF's feminist futures have interpreted and
challenged the politics of women's liberation. The thesis raises a number of
critical questions about the confluence of feminist politics and the traditionally
masculinist discourses of SF. It questions definitions of both gender and
genre, and considers the history of feminist SF's publication, readership and
criticism.

The thesis provides in-depth readings of key texts by three major authors
of feminist SF: Joanna Russ, James Tiptree Jr, and Octavia Butler. Each
chapter considers how their texts illustrate and develop pertinent issues for
feminism. The study begins by analyzing the representation of female agency
in early texts by Pamela Zoline and Russ. Later chapters develop this theme
through readings of Russ's The Female Man which questions what it means to

'be' a woman {or a man); Tiptree's work which problematizes what it means to

write as a man (or a woman); and Butler's Xenogenesis in which those feminist
concerns have evolved into a questioning of what it means to 'be' human. The
thesis concludes by examining contemporary science fiction by Pat Cadigan,
Gwyneth Jones and Melissa Scott to ask whether the category of feminist SF
remains relevant in the postmodern, if not post-feminist, 1990s.

The thesis proposes a dialogic relation between the theory and politics of
feminism and feminist SF. It aims not only ‘to chart the ways in which feminism
has influenced women SF writers, or to highlight the ways in which feminist
SF has interpreted feminist theory, but to argue that feminist SF actively
contributes to the discourses of feminism. This study aims to elucidate the

ways in which feminist SF may be truly considered as speculative feminism.



we walk the streets boldly hand in hand
currents of extra-terrestrial prescience
spilling out of our impassive bodies:
there are other spaces

of knowledge and desire concealed
behind our copper eyes. You

check your body - what do you see

in the bathroom glass? are those nipples
real? underneath the skin are we all
monsters timeless glistening and taut?

(from Breaking it in Two, the Way it Goes' by Wendy Mulford)
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Bibliographical Note

References are given in the form recommended by the Modern Humanties Research
Association. In the notes, I have deviated from the MHRA conventions only when giving
further references to a previously cited source. In this instance, for reasons of clarity, I have

continued to reference a short title of the work as well as the author’s name and page numbers.

In the bibliography, where there are a number of references to a particular author I have
organized the texts according to the date of original publication. Where there are several texts
from the same year I have ordered the references alphabetically. For texts which have been

reprinted, I give the original date of publication in parentheses after the title.



1._The Historical, Political and Cultural Contexts of Feminist Science Fiction

'Tf the mind [is] to be the site of resistance, only the imagination [can] make it
so. To imagine, then, [is] a way to begin the process of transforming reality. All
that we cannot imagine will never come into being.' bell hooks'

'Science fiction is feminism-friendly." Sarah Lefanu®

SF has been described as a genre 'born in oxymoron', a genre which 'depends on drastic
combinations of incongruous categories'.” But feminist SF inflects yet again the uneasy
coupling of 'science' and 'fiction’ to suggest further incongruities; not the least of which is
the assertion of a woman-centred politics in a traditionally male-centred genre. Such
dangerous fusions threaten to marginalize this writing, both within science fiction fandom
and within feminist literature. But they also make SF a particularly exciting genre for
feminist writers, readers and critics. That SF is 'feminism-friendly' does not mean that the
feminist movement in SF has not met with resistance and even hostility from more
conservative writers and readers. It suggests the affinity between feminism's oppositional
vision and SF's speculative form. SF has been termed 'What If?' literature, or as Ursula Le
Guin has suggested, a form of 'thought experiment'.* As a mode of writing, SF enables
writers to express possible feminist futures, to reinterpret dominant histories and to
allegorize the contemporary world.?

SF extrapolates from the social or scientific practices of the writer's 'zero world' to
present fantastic, improbable but stubbornly possible realities.® The genre's potential
futures and alternative histories produce either escapist fantasies (for wherever the reader
is she/he certainly is not there) or, as Darko Suvin argues, subversive commentaries on the
‘author's collective context'.” For feminist writers and readers, SF's brave new worlds and
alien others suggest provocative interactions between art and politics, imagination and
theory. The estranging perspectives of the SF mode can highlight and challenge oppressive
social hierarchies, to exaggerate dystopian gender relations (as in Suzy McKee Charnas's
Walk to the End of the World (1974)) or to envision utopian alternatives (as in Marge
Piercy's Woman on the Edge of Time (1976)).



The Contexts of Feminist SF

In 1971, Joanna Russ claimed that SF was 'the perfect literary mode in which to
explore (and explode) our assumptions about "innate" values and "natural" social
arrangements, in short our ideas about Human Nature, Which Never Changes'. Russ's
essay highlighted the potential of the SF genre, but it also testified to other writers'
complacency. She argues that, 'speculation [...] about gender roles does not exist at all'.*
Feminist SF writers, and especially Russ, confronted SF's complicity with gender
oppression and presented new images of women in science fiction. These writers drew
upon the emerging discourses of women's liberation to articulate and motivate the
possibilities of a feminist future. Feminist SF of the late 1960s and early 1970s reflected
the sense of discovery and empowerment, as well as anger, that was generated by the
Women's Liberation Movement.

By the late 1960s feminist activists were already exploring the dominant
assumptions about innate values and natural social arrangements within consciousness-
raising sessions (and exploding them through protests and zap-actions). Kathie Sarachild
argued in 1968 that consciousness-raising was a proto-political practice: 'our feelings will
lead us to ideas and then to actions. Our feelings will lead us to our theory, our theory to
our action, our feelings about that action to new theory and then to new action.”
Consciousness-raising, as Maria Lauret argues, was part of the process of 'theory-building'
within the women's movement.'® In this thesis, I want to suggest that feminist SF shared
in, and is still contributing to, this process. Feminist SF does not just narrativize feminist
fantasies (or feminist nightmares), it actively and critically engages the 'unnatural’
possibilities of gender transformation and social reconfiguration. It offers answers to some
feminist questions (what if biology became irrelevant?; what if women lived without
men?), but it also raises some questions of its own (how does gender affect what it means
to be human?; when is that identity transgressed?).

The feminist challenge to genre and gender stereotypes in SF invigorated and
enlightened the field. Feminist narratives disrupted the conventional familiarity of SF's
unfamiliar aliens and gadgets to assert the presence of those 'others' rather closer to home.
Ursula Le Guin argued in 1975 that the issue that subtended much American SF was 'the
question of the Other - the being who is different from yourself':

[The alien] being can be different from you in its sex; or in its annual
income; or in its way of speaking and dressing and doing things; or in the
color of its skin, or the number of its legs and heads. In other words, there
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is the sexual Alien, and the social Alien, and the cultural Alien, and finally
the racial Alien."

Le Guin thus contextualized SF's intergalactic monsters within terrestrial society. She
emphasized that aliens existed among the writers and readers, as well as in their
imaginations.

Feminist reinterpretations of the conventions of SF suggest new possibilities for the
genre, and they also challenge the reader in new ways. Brian Stableford suggests that the
generic identification of 'science fiction' does not tell a reader what a book contains, 'it tells
him something about how it is to be read'.'* SF signals a context not only for certain
writing practices and possibilities, but also for particular reading practices.'” The feminist
inflection of science fiction protocols, the unexpected discourses of sexual politics,
disturbs these conventional (gendered) reading positions. Anne Cranny-Francis observes
that the feminist 'de/re/construction’ of SF reveals the 'ideological significances' of genre
structures, and constitutes, 'a fundamental intervention in the relationship between reader
and text, a disruption of the reader's conventionalized understanding of the contract, the
literary institution of the particular genre'."*

Sheila Rowbotham has suggested that, 'even in its origins women's liberation
shifted boundaries, crossed zones, made politics into something else."” Through
consciousness-raising, women attempted to redefine themselves and their world, striving
for, in Karen Durbin's words, a 'truer definition not only of themselves but of politics as
well'.'® As feminism provoked SF, so the science fictional 'novum' inflected the possible
expressions of feminism, generating new perspectives from which to question the politics
of sexual politics.'” The writers focused on in this study reveal the ways in which science
fiction has enabled feminists to reconfigure the boundaries and zones of gender, just as
feminism has enabled a reconfiguration of the boundaries and zones of genre. This critique
has become more self-reflexive in the 1980s and 1990s, as writers such as Gwyneth Jones
challenge both the feminist and masculinist conventions of SF. The political interrogation
of gender that featured as the primary motif in feminist SF texts of the 1970s is re-
contextualized in later texts within a more extensive feminist questioning of gender, race,
sex and even species identities. In the postmodern, some might say postfeminist, age of the
1990s, the most urgent questioning in SF centres upon how to be human in an increasingly

technologized cyborg culture. Feminist writers have both influenced and been influenced
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by fictions, most notably cyberpunk, which explore the promise of the human-computer
interface.

Feminist SF is not, and has never been, a homogenous category. Critical
constructions of feminist SF as a sub-genre inevitably draw rather shaky and subjective
boundaries. Sarah Lefanu, for instance, suggests a borderline category of 'feminised SF,
which would include work which values women, but does not challenge the 'god-
givenness' of sexual difference.'® She argues that Vonda Mclntyre, Doris Lessing, Ursula
Le Guin, and Joan Slonczewski all write 'feminised SF'. Needless to say, all these writers
have been defined as feminist by other critics. Lefanu's attempt to cushion the distinctions
between feminist SF and non-feminist SF demonstrates the difficulties of such absolute
categorization. Lefanu in fact distinguishes between different positions within feminism,
and privileges radical or postmodern feminisms over liberal or cultural feminisms.

Feminist SF cannot be positioned as a sub-genre, but must be recognized as a
movement in SF. Veronica Hollinger cautions critics of feminist SF to acknowledge that,
‘while [SF feminisms] frequently overlap in their theoretical positions and textual
strategies, [they] are by no means always compatible'."” By designating feminist SF as a
movement with many fronts, we can connect Doris Lessing's egalitarian The Marriages
Between Zones Three, Four, and Five (1980) and Joanna Russ's acerbic The Female Man
(1975) without collapsing either text into a predefined idea of what feminist SF should be.

Feminist SF reflects the many feminisms that exist within and beyond the genre,
including: socialist, radical, liberal, cultural, spiritual, lesbian, separatist and Third World,
or as Alice Walker terms it, Womanism.* Individual texts have also addressed specific
feminist issues such as: wages for housework/motherhood in Zoé& Fairbairns’s Benefits
(1970); abortion in Raccoona Sheldon's 'Morality Meat' (1984); the media exploitation of
women's bodies in Josephine Saxton's 'Big Operation on Altair Three' (1984); and a
women's language in Suzette Haden Elgin's Native Tongue (1984). Feminist SF has also
explored the interactions between feminism and other radical movements, for instance,
feminist pacifism in Joan Slonczewski's A Door Into Ocean (1986) and feminist ecology in
Sally Miller Gearhart's The Wanderground (1979).

The political histories of feminism are very different in Britain and the US, but, as

Sarah Lefanu points out, the publishing, distribution and marketing of SF is notoriously
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trans-Atlantic.”' In this study I focus on American SF because American women writers
have made such a significant impact on American SF, and American SF has made such a
significant impact on the SF of the rest of the world.””> Not only are most SF books
available in Britain written in America (including the majority of The Women's Press
series), but British writers, such as Tanith Lee and Josephine Saxton, were for years
published only in America and in translation.” Nan Albinski argues that 'women writers of
science fiction in the 1970s generally published in America, rather than with domestic
[British] publishers'.** She suggests that this was because SF was neither as widely read
nor as intellectually respected in Britain as it was in the United States. In the 1970s,
academic interest in SF flourished in the United States in a way which it did not over here.

Only in recent years has SF been awarded wider recognition in British universities.

Critical Contexts

In 1968, Anne McCaffrey was the first woman writer to win a Hugo (readers') award since
its inception in 1953. In the 1970s, however, nine Hugos, almost one third of the total
awards, were presented to five women writers: Ursula K. Le Guin (1970, 1973, 1974,
1975); James Tiptree Jr (1974, 1977); Kate Wilhelm (1977); Joan Vinge (1978); Vonda
Mclntyre (1979); and C.J.Cherryh (1979). Other than Tiptree, who was thought to be a
man anyway, all these writers might be described, using Lefanu's term, as writing
'feminised’, rather than feminist, SF. More aggressively feminist writers did not receive
Hugos in the 1970s. Joanna Russ gained her first award in 1983, Suzy McKee Charnas not
until 1990. Russ, however did receive a Nebula (writers) award in 1972 for her lesbian-
feminist short story, 'When It Changed'.

These awards represent the dramatic rise in the visibility and status of women's SF
writers during the 1970s. By the middle of the decade the issue of 'women in science
fiction' (as writers, readers, fans and characters) was generating vigourous debate. In
1974, the year in which she also received her first of three Hugos for '‘Best Fan Writer',
Susan Wood organized the first convention panel to address women and science fiction.
Such panels were repeated at other conventions and in fanzines, including the November

1975 edition of Khatru, which printed a writers' symposium on the subject. The
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momentum of the feminist movement in SF also inspired two feminist fanzines, Janus
(later Aurora) which ran from 1975-1990, and the Canadian based The Witch and the
Chameleon which ran from 1974-1976.

Feminist writers and readers critiqued the genre from within, but in the 1970s, SF
also received fresh critical attention from students and academics: as Joanna Russ warned
in 1968, 'the academicians are after us'.> Student activism on and off campus in the 1960s
had presented political challenges to university curricula, and in the 1970s literature
courses were beginning to include popular genres. SF texts such as Robert Heinlein's
Stranger in a Strange Land (1961) and Frank Herbert's Dune (1965), which had achieved
almost cult-status among students, now appeared on university courses. SF was argued to
be a non-elitist', socially engaged literature, and by the mid-1970s there were an increasing
number of college level SF courses in the US.%

SF was thus established as a legitimate, if marginalized, academic field. In 1970 the
Science Fiction Research Association was founded in America, one year before the
Science Fiction Foundation was formed in Britain. One critical SF journal, Extrapolation,
was already in circulation, but this was now joined by the British Foundation and the
American/Canadian Science Fiction Studies.”’ From the early 1970s these journals
published feminist articles about the issue of women (and sexism) in science fiction and, in
the 1980s and 1990s, dedicated specific editions to the subject (Extrapolation in 1982,
Science Fiction Studies in 1980, and again in 1990).

Gary Wolfe's analogy between science fiction terminology and contemporary
politics, in which he proclaims sci-fi to be the 'nigger’ of the field and SF to be the 'Ms',
indicates, however gauchely, the way in which the genre's greater respectability during the
1970s has become associated with feminism.*® The generic flexibility of SF, which
suggests alternative extensions such as speculative fiction, science fantasy (a hybrid genre
often disparaged by science fiction aficionados), speculative fabulation, speculative futures,
and speculative feminisms, as well as science fiction, has made it the preferred term in
academic discourse.”

It was only in the 1980s, however, that feminist SF was recognized as a critical
category. In the Women's Studies International Forum special issue on SF in 1984,

Marleen Barr sought to 'finally, precisely and publically [...] name this fiction'. She
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proposed that the ‘critical double speak’ of ""women in science fiction” [was] no longer a
sufficient synonym for "feminist science fiction".>° Barr had previously edited Future
Females (1981), a collection of essays on feminist SF which identified the Women's
Liberation Movement as a major influence on the science fiction field. The 1980s also saw
the first book length studies of feminist SF. Natalie Rosinsky's Feminist Futures (1984)
explored the concept of 'feminist androgyny' in feminist speculative texts of the 1960s and
1970s. Drawing from the theories of scientific indeterminacy, Rosinsky suggested that
these texts deconstructed the either/or construction of gender to move beyond the 'fictive
categories of human experience (wave or particle, male or female) to something potentially
more than both'.*’

Other studies include Thelma Shinn's Worlds Within Women (1986) which
analyzed the structures of feminist myths and myth-making in SF; and Barr's own Alien to
Femininity (1987) in which she staged a series of 'encounters' between the works of
feminist theorists and feminist science fiction writers. The most influential study of the
1980s, however, was Sarah Lefanu's In the Chinks of the World Machine (1988) which
both outlined the major thematic aspects of feminist science fiction and provided insightful
readings of work by James Tiptree, Ursula Le Guin, Suzy McKee Charnas and Joanna
Russ. Lefanu was also the editor of the Women's Press science fiction series which
introduced many women readers, including myself, to science fiction for the first time.
Other British studies include two edited collections, Lucie Armitt's Where No Man has
Gone Before (1991) which contains articles by SF writers and critics, and Richard Ellis
and Rhys Gamett's Roots and Branches (1990) which identifies ‘contemporary feminist
responses’, as one of its two significant branches.*?

More recently, critics have stressed the connections between feminism, science
fiction and postmodernism. Jenny Wolmark, in Aliens and Others (1993), positions her
exploration of feminist SF within the intersections between these theoretical approaches.
Marleen Barr also observes the affinity between feminist, postmodernist, and feminist
science fiction narratives, but suggests that feminist SF should abandon its generic roots to
be absorbed by the postmodern canon.” She proposes a new critical category, 'a new
super genre of women's writing' which she terms 'feminist fabulation'.** In a direct

contradiction of Lefanu's claim (which prefaces this thesis), Barr asserts that, 'SF is not
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feminist'. She continues, 'SF is divided into separate women's and men's worlds'.”” In order
to disentangle women's work from the rest of the genre, Barr reasserts a reductive
definition of SF as formula fiction which reinforces the very gender/genre codings that
feminist SF has challenged and transgressed.

My project draws from the work of these earlier studies to argue that feminist
science fiction is engaged in a dialogue with feminist theory and politics. The work of SF
writers not only articulates but also presents a provocative questioning of the women's
movement, which, in some instances, anticipates the work of later feminist theorists and
contributes to the deconstruction of boundaries between science fiction and theoretical
discourses. The writers whom I have chosen to research in this thesis all raise (im)pertinent
issues for feminism and have all influenced the feminist movement in the genre itself.
Joanna Russ's texts construct and deconstruct female heroes to assert the need for
coalitional politics; James Tiptree's narratives and male persona challenge feminist and
anti-feminist assumptions about the differences between men and women; and Octavia
Butler's texts inflect gender politics within traumatic reconfigurations of the relationship
between the self and its others.

Russ, Tiptree and Butler each address feminist politics, but they also quite
specifically position their work in relation to other science fiction texts. This intersection
between sexual and textual politics is an aspect of feminist SF which Barr's 'feminist
fabulation' potentially elides. Samuel Delany, in his definition of science fiction, asserts that
the genre is 'a set of conventions, a reading protocol [which] must be learned by exposure
and application’.* Following Delany, I would argue that feminist SF texts must be read as
a part of the genre into which, and against which, they were written. Only such generic
contextualization will reveal the ways in which these writers are influenced by, as well as
challenge, the traditions of SF. Self-conscious reinterpretations of both individual SF
works and conventional genre motifs are characteristic of many feminist SF texts. In the
1990s, feminist writers such as Gwyneth Jones, Pat Cadigan, and Melissa Scott address
their work to previous SF movements, including feminism in the 1970s and cyberpunk in
the 1980s. These interactions suggest that although generic identification may not be the
defining context for feminist science fiction it remains significant and cannot, as Barr

suggests, simply be erased.
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The feminist movement in SF challenged, and sometimes appropriated, the 'boys-
own adventure' image of the genre, and asserted women's investment in fictions that
explored the implications of science and technology. Penny Florence argues that there are
good reasons for considering feminist SF within the genre:

The crucial matter is not necessarily definition per se - though it can be - it
is how definition is used, both to reflect back on to and to change the social
and the political framework/s within which texts are produced, as well as
the cultural.”’

The label 'feminist SF' needs to be contextualized both in the history of women's
involvement in science fiction, as writers, editors and readers, and in the complex debates
about the generic integrity of science fiction itself. By insisting that women writers are, and
have always been, working in SF, feminist critics challenge the cultural, social and political
frameworks which discourage women from addressing science and technology.*® Feminist
SF must also be positioned within the historical and cultural context of the Women's
Liberation Movement, and the political and theoretical innovations of second wave
feminism. The interactions between these various literary and social contexts resonate

within feminist SF to generate entertaining and progressive fictions.

Women and the Golden Age of Science Fiction

SF critics have detected the ‘origins' of the genre in various texts, from Lucien's A True
Story (c.200) to Cyrano de Bergerac's A Voyage to the Moon (1659). Brian Aldiss,
however, argues that the first SF text is Mary Shelley's Frankenstein (1818), a novel which
brought gothic horror out of the crumbling castle and into the scientific laboratory.
Feminist critics also claim Shelley's text as SF's original narrative.” For feminists however
this identification perhaps signals a founding irony for women's role in this male-orientated
genre. SF begins with a woman's text, but Shelley's narrative represents a direct relation
between the excesses of masculine science and the erasure of women.

Feminist SF is similarly rooted in the nineteenth-century gothic mode, but as
Lefanu notes, it also attésts to the legacy of nineteenth-century utopian writing by
women.** In Daring to Dream (1984), Carol Farley Kessler lists over one hundred book-

length utopias written by women in the United States between 1836-1919. Of these, she
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describes almost one third as 'feminist Utopias' and demonstrates that only in the 1970s did
feminist writers once again turn to the utopian form in such numbers.*!

The connections between feminist science fiction and the female gothic and utopian
traditions have been developed by recent critics.*” What is too often ignored in these
histories of feminist SF, however, is the influence of the early American pulps. To assert
this heritage seems odd when the pulps are considered to have trivialized women and are
usually held responsible for the genre's reputation as the most reductive of formula
fictions. The 1960s anthology Science Fiction for People who Hate Science Fiction
laments that the 'gaudy covers which usually featured half-naked girls chased by hideous
alien monsters' and the 'ads for athlete's foot cures' embarrassed potential readers and
ghettoized SF.**

The pulps have been disparaged by feminist and non-feminist critics alike for their
portrayal of women. Peter Nicholls suggests that 'one of the most shameful facets of genre
sf is the stereotyped and patronizing roles which are usually though not invariably assigned
to women."** Lisa Tuttle outlines these stereotypes, suggesting that women characters in
the pulps were represented according to recognized models - where, that is, women
appeared at all:

The Timorous Virgin (good for being rescued, and for having things
explained to her), the Amazon Queen (sexually desirable and terrifying at
the same time, usually set up to be 'tamed' by the super-masculine hero), the
Frustrated Spinster Scientist (an object lesson to girl readers that career
success equals feminine failure), the Good Wife (keeps quietly in the
background, loving her man and never making trouble) and the Tomboy
Kid Sister (who has a semblance of autonomy only until male appreciation
of her burgeoning sexuality transforms her into Virgin or Wife). But of
course the vast majority of male characters in sf are stereotypes t00.*’

Although debate about the image of women in science fiction is important for
feminist SF, such critiques tend to obscure the sometimes defiant contributions of women
writers and the presence of women readers and editors before 1960. They also tend to
underestimate the real influence the pulps have had on feminist science fiction. Joanna
Russ is a fierce and wryly astute critic of the kind of science fiction she sees as 'misogynist
power-tripping of a very absurd and adolescent kind'; but she has also asserted the value of
SF's pulp heritage.* In a speech to the Science Fiction Research Association in 1968 she

applauded the excitement of the pulps, even though she had reservations about their
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politics: T would like to see science fiction keep the daring, the wildness, the extravagant
imagination that we got from starting out in the pulps - but I would also like to see us shed
the kind of oversimplified values and attitudes it got from the same place'.*’

The oversimplified values and attitudes that Russ invokes, as well as the pace and
excitement of the narratives, have come to characterize the SF pulps. However, when
Hugo Gernsback established Amazing Stories in April 1926, he anticipated a far more
interrogative and educational mode. Gernsback launched 'scientifiction' as a 'charming
romance intermingled with scientific fact and prophetic vision'.*® He encouraged
technological extrapolation as a way to impart information to young people, but he also
published speculative stories which envisioned new social and gender arrangements.
Within six months of beginning Amazing Stories Gernsback declared, 'a totally unforeseen
result [...] strange to say, [...] a great many women are already reading the magaziru=:'.49 In
1930 he suggested that 'if every man, woman, boy and girl, could be induced to read
science fiction right along, there would certainly be a great resulting benefit to the
community [...]. Science fiction would make people happier, give them a broader
understanding of the world, make them more tolerant’. *°

Gernsback's editorials suggest that these early SF magazines did not address or
presume an exclusively male audience. But estimating the number of girl/women readers of
these early pulps is an impossible task. Girls may well have read their brothers' magazines
and so not have been recognized as a part of the general readership. Whether or not this
was so, the editors who succeeded Gernsback in the early 1930s estimated their readership
to be over ninety per cent boys and directed their stories to that audience. This editorial
policy effectively excluded women writers from the science fiction magazines and directed
them towards fantasy and horror publications such as Weird Tales, which, in the 1930s,
also employed a female editor, Dorothy McIlwrith.”!

In the 1920s and 1930s, however, women writers did publish in the SF pulps.
Leslie F. Stone, for instance, published fifteen stories in Hugo Gernsback's magazines
between 1929 and 1935. Jane L. Donawerth has identified several other women writers
who published in the pulps between 1926-1930, including Clare Winger Harris (who
received third prize in a short story contest in Amazing Stories in 1927), Sophie Wenzel

Ellis, Minna Irving, L. Taylor Hansen, Lilith Lorraine, Kathleen Luduck and Louise Rice.”?
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Donawerth suggests that in the early pulps male and female writers similarly romanticized
science and technology. However, she argues that, unlike the men, women writers
explored the potential of technology to transform domestic and reproductive practices.
She identifies the connections between these amazing stories and nineteenth-century
utopian narratives, but also suggests that these first wave feminists prefigured ideas that
are more usually associated with the Women'’s Liberation Movement. She argues that the
radical reconfiguration of biologies', and 'the radical alteration or abolishment of birth and
child-raising' means that these women writers 'look forward to the writers of feminist
utopias in the 1970s, not back to the writing of the earlier utopias, which revolved around
child care'.”

In the later 1930s and early 1940s women writers found it increasingly difficult to
publish in SF magazines. Writers such as Leslie Perri, Margaret St Clair and Helen
Weinbaum achieved some recognition, but only in 'the lowest of the pulps'.** In the 1940s,
Astounding Science Fiction, edited by John W. Campbell, did print some women writers,
including Judith Merril and Wilmar Shiras, who were both published for the first time in
1948. Alice Norton also began writing science fiction in the late 1940s - initially as
Andrew North. As Andre Norton, her more famous pseudonym, she explained in interview
in 1972 that, 'when I entered the field I was writing for boys, and since women were not
welcomed, I chose a pen-name which could be either masculine or feminine'. Norton adds,
perhaps in a direct denial of the claims of many feminist writers, 'this is not true today, of
course'.” The pressure on women writers to adopt masculine or gender-neutral names, or
to initialize their own names, has been satirized by Mary Kenny Badami. Her 1976 science
fiction quiz, "The Invisible Woman', stated:

The following are sf authors. Which are women?
a) Leigh Brackett;

b) C.L.Moore;

¢) Kit Reed;

d) Wilmar Shiras;

e) Chelsea Quinn Yarbro.

And the answer? 'All of the above'.*®
The most successful women writers to appear before 1945 were undoubtedly C.L
Moore and Leigh Brackett. Both their texts enacted Peter Nicholls's suggested formula for

pulp fiction, having 'action, romance, heroism, success, exotic milieux, fantastic adventures
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(often with a sprinkling of love interest) and almost invariably a cheerful ending'.’’ Of these
two writers, only Moore has received critical recognition from feminist scholars; Brackett
receives little acknowledgement. Moore's first published story, 'Shambleau’, appeared in
Weird Tales in 1933 and introduced her male hero Northwest Smith. Moore also wrote
sword and sorcery tales which featured the fiercely independent Jirel of Joiry, whose fiery
red hair suggested her implicit association with the female alien, Shambleau. These texts
not only envisaged female heroism, but also explored a powerful and dangerous female
sexuality.

Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar suggest that the early science fiction pulps
allowed women writers to 'translate the comparatively subtle terms of sexual struggle into
the more openly theatrical terms of species or racial struggle’.” This slippage between the
'sexual Alien’ and the racial Alien’, to recall Le Guin, suggests the ways in which the
metaphoric rather than metonymic character of the genre enabled a covert dissidence.
Moore's 'cheerful endings’ do not diffuse or contain the disturbing aspects of her
narratives. Northwest Smith, as Sarah Gamble observes, is frequently cast as the helpless
victim of alien (often sexualized) malevolence, and escapes only through sheer good-
fortune, female assistance or male rescue.”’

In contrast to Moore, Leigh Brackett's stories are more robust, and her
combination of heroic fantasy and planetary romance has been described as displaying a
'muscular panache‘.ﬁo Her writing is more conventional than Moore's, in that it does not
challenge the genre's taboos, and (perhaps as a consequence) Brackett was the first woman
writer to become a 'bowl-em-over fan favourite'.*' Like Moore, Brackett mainly featured
male heroes, but she also created active and determined female characters, such as Lhara
in "'Water Pirates' (1941) and Laura in 'The Halfling' (1943). Brackett insisted that 'when
[she] put a woman in a story she's doing something not worrying about the price of eggs
and who's in love with whom'.%

This implicit criticism of what was commonly termed the 'wet diaper fiction of the
1940s and 1950s suggests the way in which Brackett's female characters challenged
conventional gender stereotypes. Brackett has been criticised for her more conservative
space operas, but she also wrote a powerful anti-racist story in the 1950s.%® In 'All the

Colors of the Rainbow' (1957) the violent racism unleashed upon Civil Rights activists is
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transposed onto the relationship between humans and aliens. The alien articulates the white
humans' worst fears, "You can't hide from the universe. You're going to be trampled under
with color - all the colors of the rainbow!".**

Marion Zimmer Bradley, who was a dedicated SF fan in the 1940s, asserts the
influence of these earlier writers, and especially C.L.Moore, on her own SF. She suggests
that the Moore/Kuttner partnership transformed 'the whole face of science fiction'.*’
Although earlier and less well-known women writers disappeared into the obscurity of the
pulps, and were rarely reprinted in later anthologies, C.L.Moore and Leigh Brackett
continued to be anthologized throughout the 1960s and 1970s. Pamela Sargent also
reprinted Moore's 'Jirel Meets Magic' (1935) and Brackett's "The Lake of Gone Forever'
(1949) in her feminist collection More Women of Wonder (1976).

The Women of Wonder anthologies (1974, 1976, 1978) reprinted work by women
that featured female protagonists, and so introduced feminist readers to past and
contemporary feminist science fiction. Sargent's texts also outlined the history of women's
SF and thus asserted women's past and continuing presence in the genre, to give 'a picture
of how the role of women in science fiction [had] developed'.”® The first Women of
Wonder included three writers who were publishing before 1960, Judith Merril, Katherine
MacLean, and Marion Zimmer Bradley, all of whom were associated with the two new
magazines of the 1950s - The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction and Galaxy.

These two publications, and especially F+SF, aspired to the more literary heights
of the 'slicks', so called because of their better quality paper. They also featured the 'softer’
sciences of biology, psychology and sociology and so enabled women writers, who may
not have had the technological expertise required by Campbell's magazine, to begin
writing, and publishing SF. These magazines usually featured stories by at least one
woman writer in every issue, a representation that not only reflected the magazines'
different emphases, but was also encouraged by the active editorial policies of Horace
Gold at Galaxy, and the team of Anthony Boucher and J. Francis McComas at F+SF.%
Other women writers associated with these publications included Rosel George Brown,
Evelyn E. Smith, Zenna Henderson and Joanna Russ, who published her first story in

F+SF in 1959 and continued to contribute controversial reviews throughout the 1970s.
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Susan Gubar argues that the history of women in SF constitutes a ‘neglected
tradition’ whereby C.L.Moore is 'mid-way' between Shelley and Le Guin.®® But Gubar's
assertion of 'a [female] tradition of their own in SF' is problematic. Feminist science fiction
does not originate exclusively from a literary tradition, and certainly not from an
exclusively female literary tradition, within or beyond the genre of SF. Joanna Russ in fact
critiqued the fiction of earlier women writers, especially Zenna Henderson's work, as
ladies magazine fiction' which reinforced rather than questioned dominant constructions of
social and gender relations.®” Feminist SF does, however, have roots in the history of
women in SF. Feminists challenged earlier work by female as well as male writers but they
also developed many of the themes, ideas and potential first explored by women SF writers
before the 1960s.

By the late 1960s, women writers had already broken considerable ground in a
field in which they had to be 'not as good as a man but berter'.”® The earlier women writers
thus contributed to the possibility of feminist science fiction, without necessarily
constituting a specific 'tradition’ of women's science fiction. Neither did they necessarily
welcome the overt politicization of women's SF. Marion Zimmer Bradley reports that
Leigh Brackett, Andre Norton and herself all felt the same way: 'We had made it against
tremendous odds stacked against a woman's succeeding in this world, and none of us had a

very high opinion of the women's movement in science fiction."”"

Feminist Science Fiction and the New Wave

Lester del Rey labelled the 1960s and early 1970s 'the Age of Rebellion' in science
fiction.” Youn g writers, who became known as the New Wave/, rejected the conventions
and limitations of the pulps to produce more experimental and controversial fictions.
Edward James notes that it was 'no accident' that the New Wave coincided with
Beatlemania in Britain, and the hippie counter-culture in the US.”* The New Wave was
rooted in the counter-cultural movements of the 1960s and expressed alternative (mind-
expanding) realities that explored the 'softer' sciences of anthropology, psychology and
ecology. In Britain, the New Wave was associated with Michael Moorcock's New Worlds

magazine and writers such as J.G.Ballard, Brian Aldiss and Pamela Zoline. Aldiss rejected
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the label, but argued that writing termed 'New Wave' suggested creative possibilities
impossible within pulp formula writing. New Wave heroes 'did not swagger around in
magnetized boots. They were generally anti-heroes, their destination more often bed than
Mars'.”* In the United States, Harlan Ellison's Dangerous Visions anthologies (1967, 1972)
spearheaded the American New Wave, although Damon Knight's Orbit series (1966-1980)
and Samuel Delany and Marilyn Hacker's more experimental Quark (1970-1971) also
printed some equally controversial texts.

Joanna Russ describes the New Wave as a Decadent' fiction, the third stage in the
process she identifies as 'The Wearing Out of Genre Materials'.” The first stage is that of
Innocence’ in which the presentation of the unexpected (the alien, the gadget) provides the
raison d'etre of the narrative. In the second stage, 'Plausibility', the narrative explores the
implications of that motif. In the Decadent phase however, which mirrors the techniques of
postmodern experimentation, the image has become 'petrified, part of a 'stylized
convention', or has been transformed into 'a metaphorical or lyrical element in something
else’.’”® J.G Ballard articulated the petrification of pulp conventions in New Worlds in 1962
when he argued that:

Science fiction should turn its back on space, on interstellar travel, extra-
terrestrial life forms, galactic wars and the overlap of these ideas that
spreads across the margins of nine-tenths of magazine s-f. [...] Similarly, I
think, science fiction must jettison its present narrative forms and plots [...].
The biggest developments of the immediate future will take place, not on
the Moon or Mars, but on earth, and it is inner space, not outer, that needs
to be explored. The only truly alien planet is Earth.”’

The rejection of the 'hard' sciences of the earlier pulps signalled the increasing emphasis
upon the genre's literary possibilities, rather than upon scientific extrapolation. It also
corresponded to the changing profile of the readership. As SF became more fashionable in
the 1960s, the audience for even the most technologically orientated magazines ceased to
be dominated by science graduates. In 1958 almost thirty per cent of Astounding's
readership had studied engineering - by 1973 this figure was down to less than seven per
cent.”® Many new writers publishing in the field were also coming from arts rather than
science backgrounds, iﬁcluding many women writers. In 1973 the female membership of

Science Fiction Writers of America had reached almost twenty per cent.”
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Several women writers in the 1960s and 1970s were engaged in the New Wave
violation of SF taboos, especially taboos about sexuality. New Wave fictions also mediated
the political and philosophical interests of the 1960s counter-culture, including a
disaffection with the Vietnam war, and an exploration of Eastern mysticism, Jungian
psychology and hallucinogenic drugs. Ellison's anthologies included Russ's 'When It
Changed', which represented a lesbian utopia; Tiptree's '‘Milk of Paradise', which
represented homosexuality and alien desire; Le Guin's critique of the Vietnam war, 'The
Word for World is Forest'; and Kate Wilhelm's ‘The Funeral', a response to the backlash at
Chicago in 1968.

But feminism was not a feature of the New Wave agenda. It was only women
writers, such as Russ and Zoline, who employed New Wave experimentalism to explore
specifically sexual politics. However, feminist writers were able to publish polemical
stories in New Wave publications which, as Ellison says of Dangerous Visions, aimed to
contain stories which 'could not be published in the traditional markets due to controversial
content or approach’.*® The New Wave exploration of unstable realities and subjectivities
was also enormously influential upon feminist writers, including those who, like Ursula Le
Guin, were less overtly avant-garde. Le Guin's claim that 'Outer Space and the Inner Lands
are [her] country' echoes Ballard's innovative focus upon 'inner space' ten years earlier.”’
But not all feminist SF writers acknowledge such an influence. Suzy McKee Charnas, for
instance, argues that, 'in the 1960s SF was a dying or at least a moribund genre (the New
Wave was an effort, not very successful in my opinion, to remedy this by importing some
technical stunts from the mainstream), and feminism came along in the 1970s and rescued
it'*

The greater number of women writers publishing science fiction in the late 1960s
and 1970s corresponded to the increasing female audience of SF. Charles Brown, editor of
Locus, estimated that the magazine's readership in 1977 was at least one third female,
women readers having doubled their subscriptions between 1971 and 1977.%% In 1978,
Brian Stableford argued that:

A significant change in the sex-structure of the audience for science fiction
has taken place over the last ten years [...] this has presumably had a
profound effect upon the actual gross size of that audience - or at least
upon its potential size. The apparent connection between this upsurge of
interest among female readers and writers and the feminist movement is
interesting.®*
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As Stableford suggests, the increasing profile of women in science fiction was supported
by the political prominence of the Women's Liberation Movement, but this was not the
only factor. The popularity of fantasy during the 1970s may well, as Edward James
suggests, have brought more women readers to science fiction.®’ Critics have also
suggested that in a period in which science fiction magazines were being marginalized by
paperback publishing, book distribution patterns had a significant impact on the readership.
In the 1970s, bookstores relocated from the streets to the malls, where the majority of
customers were women. The editors of the women's SF anthology, New Eves, suggest that
this relocation caused 'a seismic upheaval' in the demographics of the SF readership.*®

In 1982, Isaac Asimov argued in Vogue magazine that the 1970s had seen 'a
gradual feminization of the audience for printed science fiction'. He concluded that, 'the
readers of science fiction magazines and novels are women to an extent of 25 per cent at
the very least. I suspect that the percentage is now nearer the 40 per cent mark'.®” Asimov
suggested that one of the major factors in popularizing science fiction among women had
been the television series Star Trek. In 1975, Paramount Television Marketing Research
surveyed viewers across several American cities. They found that women constituted
almost fifty per cent of Star Trek viewers, and that in some cities, such as San Francisco
and Indianapolis, they out-numbered men.*® Gene Roddenberry (the creator, scriptwriter,
director and producer of Star Trek) indicated that many of these women were active in
feminist politics when he claimed in 1977 that, 'in my speeches, in my appearances around
the country, I think that women's liberation is probably the question that comes up most
often, and inquiries related to it are some of the most angry and critical questions I get'*

In the 1970s, the political potential of the SF genre was explored in women's
magazines such as Ms and Mademoiselle, and the feminist quarterly Quest, which all
featured articles about feminist SF.”® Women readers were also introduced to the genre by
several feminist presses, such as Daughters Inc., Persephone and Naiad Press in America,
and Onlywomen and The Women's Press in Britain, which published some feminist SF
novels in the 1970s and 1980s. And as individual activists, feminist writers, including
Joanna Russ and Suzy McKee Charnas, also marketed their own and other women's texts

to the newly established feminist bookstores. Charnas argued that forming connections
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between women science fiction writers and women's bookstores was 'probably the most
y

rewarding aspect of being a science fiction author'.’’

Feminist Politics and Science Fiction

In the 1975 Khatru symposium on 'Women in Science Fiction', Suzy McKee Charnas
explained that she was first attracted to SF by 'the condition of the genre itself', which she
believed had also attracted other women: 'those of us who loved sf in spite of the fact that
we never found ourselves in it loved not the achievement of the field, but its pot@ntiality.'():2
Charnas identified SF as a genre that had much to recommend it to feminist writers and

readers:

SF [is] a genre that is particularly suited to the transitional state of women
today in our culture: actually, I think sf is suited to the needs of any group
that feels itself to be oppressed. It offers a form unencumbered by the
necessity to trot out the same old dreary details again in order to make
one's points. The brainless boredom of life in the nursery, life in the
laundromat, life in the dating-game, life in the typing-pool, is true, crushing,
impossible. [...] It's too depressing and frankly it's very hard to write
interestingly about boredom, or rewardingly about unrewarding lives. [...]
Through science fiction, I can see the same drab realities illuminated with
the brilliance of the strange; everything becomes transmuted, fresh, newly-
meaningful, full of writing-possibilities.”

The 'brilliance of the strange' is variously represented in definitions of science
fiction as a distinct writing and reading practice. In fandom it is the 'sense of wonder' from
the Golden Age of the pulps. In more critically conventional terms it is Robert Scholes's
'representational discontinuity' or Darko Suvin's ‘cognitive estrangement'.”* For Charnas
this defamiliarization is a pertinent political strategy for women's movement writers. The
science-fictional transmutation of the ordinary into the 'newly meaningful' echoes the
feminist practice of consciousness-raising, as a process of estrangement and redefinition.
Like SF, CR defamiliarizes the humdrum aspects of women's lives to assert a discontinuity
between those lived experiences and their ideological representation. Charnas outlines the
correspondences between SF and CR (as both discourses which anticipate feminist futures)
when she asserts that 'as the women's movement in all its forms touches more and more

deeply the lives of women in all sorts of situations and states of minds, I think that more
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and more of them will try to regain the habit of questioning, and will discover the uses and
delights of sf in that process'.”’

Science fiction, then, is figured as a writing practice through which women are able
to develop and articulate an oppositional feminist politics. The didactic potential of the
genre is foregrounded as the alternative worlds of SF reflect upon the limitations imposed
on the lives of 'zero world' women. Natalie Rosinsky argues that for feminist activists in
the 1970s:

Reality was not a clear uncontested field - and hence realism was
problematic [...]. SF and fantasy provided a new Unreal, potentially Real
context that thus allowed a redefinition of what counted as experience, the
truth of experience. A context that could be overlaid onto the present to
show up the gaps.”®

The literary reconfiguration of women's 'reality' was not however, as Rosinsky suggests,
confined to fantastic fiction. Maria Lauret argues that in the 1970s feminist realism also
represented a quest for new feminist subjectivities. Challenging the critical dismissal of
feminist realism as, 'the true story of how I became my own person' (Rosalind Coward), or
'the literature of "what it's really like for women"' (Meaghan Morris), Lauret points out
that the political impetus of this fiction lay precisely in the discontinuity between 'social
change as envisioned' and 'reality as lived'.”’

Realist texts, such as Rita Mae Brown's Ruby Fruit Jungle (1973) achieved a
commercial success unavailable to feminist SF, as the 'Women's Lib' novel was marketed,
in Lauret's words, as 'a heady mixture of sex and female rebellion’.”® Ruby Fruit Jungle had
already been published by a small feminist press, Daughters Inc., before it was re-launched
by Bantam Books in 1977, and became a best-seller. Bantam's SF division had also
published Joanna Russ's The Female Man in 1975, but Russ's text did not reach the same
audience. From 1971, Russ submitted the manuscript to mainstream presses, but, she
recalls, 'straight publishers wouldn't touch it'.”> Angelika Bammer, however, has connected
these texts to argue that Ruby Fruit Jungle is also an utopian narrative. She asserts that
Brown's text presents an alternative world in which, like Russ's SF Whileaway, the 'generic
subject is female'.'??

If feminist SF had less success in appealing to the expanding feminist readership in

the 1970s than its realist sister, it was also marginalized within SF presses. In 1975,
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Samuel] Delany reported a conversation he had had with a British editor working for a new
paperback publisher:

'Do you know anything of Joanna Russ's? [...] when I was working for
Panther, two years ago, I rejected two of her novels - I didn't even get a
chance to read them. My boss told me women science fiction writers don't

sell.'[...]

'Doesn't Panther publish Ursula Le Guin?7...]

'Oh, yes. In fact it's the same editor who told me women sf writers didn't
sell who bought her books.'[...] )
‘Well,' I said [...], 'maybe the situation has changed, Le Guin is selling well.’
'Oh, well, I haven't read Le Guin, but he's supposed to be very good.' [...]
Congratulations, Ursula, you've become an honorary man by the sheer
expedient of having sold!'"

The publishing industry's perception of women's SF as a non-seller was an object lesson in
'how to suppress women's writing'.'* It also indicates the resistance to women's presence
within the SF field.

Many writers and readers objected to the overt sexual politics of feminist SF. In
1972, for instance, James Blish argued that the writer has the 'negative obligation to avoid
carrying placards and to stay off barricades'.'” Although Blish did not identify which
particular placards he was thinking of, the prominence of the Women's Liberation
Movement during the early 1970s suggests that feminism may certainly have been in his
mind. Brian Stableford reports that the SFWA's Forum (an internal publication for writers'
eyes only) was the stage for fierce criticism of sexist writers by the newly vocal
feminists.'” The editors of the anthology New Eves suggest that within the self-reflexive
community of SF, the Women's Liberation Movement generated a considerable stir:

While feminism was just beginning to be discussed in the popular media,
and became a subject of discussion only among enclaves of women in urban
centers and the more progressive universities - feminism in just three years
(between 1969 and 1972) became the main subject of discourse within the
world of science fiction. Even women and men who did not embrace it in
their fiction were at least forced to acknowledge or excoriate its
existence.'”

Although feminism has continued to be acknowledged and excoriated within SF,
the assumption that SF is an inherently masculinist genre persists. In the 1980s the
backlash against feminism had a two-fold, if contradictory, impact upon the feminist

movement in SF. On the one hand, writers whose work was designated feminist SF were
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considered to be persisting with a rather narrow and hackneyed field. On the other hand,
however, as Gwyneth Jones has pointed out 'everybody was a feminist'. She wryly
recollects that, 'you'd meet a male writer and he'd say, "well I'm a feminist, and so is my
wife, who would be here tonight, except that she has made a choice, a reasoned choice, to
stay at home and look after the kids - and I support her entirely in this revolutionary,
radical feminist act™.'% In 1988, Jones described the responses she received when she was
introduced as a writer of feminist SF. She parodied the gender stereotypes that surface in
feminist discourses about SF (that 'soft' sciences are more womanly, or that women writers
introduced characters to SF) as well as the male fear and loathing of this feminist intrusion
into 'their’ genre:

When people say - isn't sf all about male-dominated areas, high tech and
computers? [I] clasp my hands and say (clasp hands) - oh, no no no, science
fiction doesn't have to be like that. It can also be about things which are
true and beautiful and womanly like sociology and town planning. [...]
There seems to be a story going about at the moment, to the effect that
feminist sf isn't real science fiction at all - it is a raid on the genre. These
ruthless female bandits, post-holocaust amazons no doubt (many of them
without so much as a single degree in astrophysics). They've never written
sf before and they come along, smash open the science fiction shop front,
and run off with all the high tech gear. They chuck away most of it after
they've tried to eat it, found you can't use circuit boards as sanitary towels
and so on. They keep a few of the little bitty glass bead things to wear in
their nipple rings.'”’

If attitudes about feminist SF have been slow to change, the movement of feminism in SF
has continued to evolve in response to the developments in feminist theory.

In the 1980s questions about the differences between women were being pushed to
the top of the feminist agenda from a number of directions, both philosophical and
political. The demands of Black feminists that the women's movement recognize itself as
self-defined in terms of a white, middle-class feminism influenced the theoretical discourses
of both Black and white feminists. The subject of Women's Liberation was represented not
as "'Woman' but as 'women', a pluralism that attempted to encompass the differences within
women's identities. The articulations of global sisterhood and the assertion of the
metaphorical figure of the Everywoman were seen as strategic but necessarily exclusionary

practices. As Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller argue, however, 'multiplication is no
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escape from reification [...] more useful is a shift in attention from the meanings of [...]
"women" to the process of [...] "woman/women making"'.'*®

In feminist theory of the 1980s and 1990s, the differences between women are
continually de/re/constructed as women's identities are seen to be constituted within a
multiplicity of discursive and material practices. Donna Haraway articulates this 'process of
becoming' by drawing upon the science-fictional metaphor of the cyborg, which she
argues, represents 'permanently partial identities and contradictory standpoints’.'”
Haraway's cyborg does not negate identity politics, but contextualizes those discourses
within a recognition of identity as positionality. She asserts that, 'gender, race, or class
consciousness is an achievement forced on us by the terrible historical experience of the
contradictory social realities of patriarchy, colonialism, racism and capitalism'.''?

The cyborg is one metaphor through which feminists can conceive of a non-
essentialized, but historically specific, subject. Linda Alcoff suggests that such a hybridized
politics would enable us to assert gender as a political cornerstone without prioritizing it as
the only, or even the primary, focus of feminism: 'we can say at one and the same time that
gender is not natural, biological, universal, ahistorical, or essential and yet still claim that
gender is relevant because we are taking gender as a position from which to act
politically.""!

Feminist SF writers have reconfigured female identities in ways that complement
contemporary arguments within feminist theory. The science-fictional novum has
generated the 'shift in attention' argued for by Keller and Hirsch, and has enabled feminist
writers to envisage both new selves and new politics. The metaphors of feminist SF, such
as Russ's 'female man', Butler's 'constructs', and Jones's ironic 'half-castes', express the
promising, dangerous slippages between different positions and identities. They also

suggest cogent metaphors for feminist futures.

Structure of Thesis

This thesis focuses on the relationship between feminist theory and feminist SF to
ask how SF's feminist futures have interpreted and challenged the politics of women's

liberation. How have women SF writers responded to the developing arguments of
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feminism as a social movement and a theoretical enterprise? Can feminist SF be
constructed as an oppositional cultural practice? And, if so, how have feminist writers
drawn on the specific features of the SF genre to articulate and explore the possibilities of
a new sexual politics? Through in-depth readings of particular texts, the following chapters
trace the evolution of the feminist movement in SF from the late-1960s to the 1990s in
which, according to writer Gwyneth Jones, the label 'feminist SF' is no longer relevant.

It is difficult to establish the beginnings of any literary movement, but, in Chapter
2, I propose Pamela Zoline's 'Heat Death of the Universe' (1967) and Joanna Russ's 'The
Adventuress' (1967) as feminist SF's literary forerunners. These stories, which feature very
different narrative techniques both address the proto-feminist discourses of the 1960:s.
Whereas Zoline's text exercises the New Wave experimentalism of the 1960s to
demonstrate women's suburban suffocation in the domestic sphere, Russ's story draws on
the pulp conventions of sword-and-sorcery to assert the potential of feminist agency.
Russ's Alyx stories present a fierce and sexy female hero, a feminist fantasy which can be
read against the construction of women’s personal and political agency in the early
Women's Liberation Movement.

The later Alyx tales, and Russ's novel The Two of Them (1978), develop the theme
of women's agency much more critically to ask how women assert agency in a male-
dominated culture. Does the heroine's agency signal a transcendence of gender politics, or
is it in fact constituted by her manipulation and overt defiance of conventional femininity?
And what is the relation between such individual heroism and the wider political context of
feminism as a collective social movement?

The presentation of a woman as an active and effective agency constituted a
necessary intervention in a masculinist field. It offered an inspirational role model for
women readers and disrupted the gender conventions of 1960's SF. But it did not question
the nature of Woman as a political, cultural or natural identity. Chapter 3 addresses these
more problematic questions through a sustained reading of Joanna Russ's The Female Man
(1975). Russ's experimental style breaks up the subject of its narrative (where the subject
refers to both the protagonist and to feminism). Firstly, The Female Man represents four
different women as a collective protagonist to evoke and simultaneously fragment the

feminist figure of the Everywoman. Secondly, the novel equally breaks up any coherent
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'voice' of feminism to ask who and what are the subjects of feminist politics. If the answer
is women, then who are these women, and what are the terms of their collective
sisterhood? More disturbingly, the text deconstructs the imperatives of gender to ask what
it means to 'be' a woman or a man. Who can assume these identities and under what
circumstances? The Female Man asserts the urgency of proclaiming women's experiences
at the same time as it implicitly problematizes the bases of identity politics. This in-depth
reading of The Female Man reveals the ways in which Russ's insistence upon contr'fldictory
(gendered and feminist) positions anticipates recent postmodern-feminist debates, as it also
transcribed the anger and energy of the Women's Liberation Movement.

The metaphor of the female man provides the structuring motif for Chapter 4
which draws out the critical and theoretical challenges presented by the literary
transvestitism of Alice Sheldon. For eight years, Sheldon wrote science fiction using a
male pseudonym and was heralded as the most masculine of all SF writers. When 'James
Tiptree Jr' was discovered to be a woman there was both delighted applause and hasty
retraction. In recent feminist criticism the ambiguities of Sheldon/Tiptree's cross-
identification have been suppressed in the celebration of Tiptree as a woman writer who
duped a male-dominated audience. But the ambivalences of Sheldon's male disguise cannot
be so easily resolved. We must ask how it affects feminist critical and reading practice to
read Tiptree as a man or a woman. Can we simply claim Tiptree as a woman writer? And if
we do, what are the implications of Tiptree's masculine style?

The critical questioning of the personal and political meanings of sex and gender
which dominated feminist SF in the 1970s was less apparent in the SF of the 1980s. If
feminism had been SF's provocateur in the 1970s, then cyberpunk took on that role in the
1980s. The critical interface was not so much between man and woman as between man
and machine. Cyberpunk generated a questioning of what it meant to be human in a near-
future, post-feminist, postmodern age. In the mid-to-late-1980s then, feminist SF's
analyses of gender and sex were contextualized within science fiction's more urgent
explorations of the permeable boundaries between humanity and its others.

This was not only a response to SF fashion. It also corresponded to a developing
awareness in feminist theory that gender and sex were not isolated categories, but were

located within a matrix of other differences (race, class, age, sexuality). Chapter 5 presents
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an in-depth reading of Octavia Butler's Xenogenesis trilogy to explore the ways in which
the text reinterprets science-fiction's ambivalence about what it means to be human.
Butler's alien-contact narrative is shadowed by the history of African-American slavery,
which inflects the narrative exploration of the differences between the human and the alien,
and questions the dominant (humén) constructions of racial, gender and sexual difference.

In the 1990s feminist publishers, writers and critics are abandoning the
classification 'feminist SF' as alienating, dated and restricting. But in an age in which
technological proliferation impacts on all aspects of women's lives from reproduction to
employment, sex to shopping, SF's feminist futures remain compelling. The concluding
chapter of the thesis looks at the cyborg politics of contemporary women's SF to ask what
has happened to feminist politics in SF. Gwyneth Jones's White Queen (1991) and North
Wind (1994), Pat Cadigan's Synners (1991), and Melissa Scott's Trouble and her Friends
(1994) all draw from the legacy of the feminist (and cyberpunk) movement in SF. Jones's
texts in particular might be read as a critical interrogation of the co-option and dissipation
of feminist discourses in and beyond SF. Cadigan and Scott reinterpret the cyberpunk
motif of the body/machine interface to expose the ways in which that cyber-body is also
socially marked by race, sex, age and gender.

These texts are feminist texts, even if, like Jones's, they evade the label 'feminist
SF'. The chronological structure of this thesis demonstrates the relationship between these
later texts and the earlier feminist movement in SF, without constructing them as
necessarily contiguous. Feminist SF in the 1990s interprets the changing impulses of
feminist theory, as it also engages in a dialogue with the fiction of Russ, Tiptree, Charnas,
Le Guin, Butler and others. Beginning with questions about how women can assert their
own political and personal agency, the thesis follows the feminist SF revisioning of that
questioning. It analyses the interactions of feminism and science fiction to argue that SF's
feminist futures present new configurations of sex, gender, race and even species identity.

These close readings of feminist futures discover SF's anticipation of future feminisms.
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2.'What Can A Heroine Do?": Joanna Russ's Alyx Series and The Two of Them

In the 1960s there was a marked increase in the number of female characters in science
fiction." As Nan Albinski argues, this was the decade in which 'the female hero was born' in
SF.? Before the 1960s independent women protagonists had featured in a minority of SF
texts, especially those by women writers, but most writers favoured male heroes. Marion
Zimmer Bradley asserts that, before Anne McCaffrey won the Hugo in 1968, 'there was no
way to write about women doing things. If you wanted to write about adventures, it had to
be men who were having them'.” She suggests that there was a tacit assumption among SF
writers and readers that, as Poul Anderson argued, female characters were simply 'not
relevant'. In 1974, Anderson asked why women need appear at all in narratives that did not
explicitly address the battle of the sexes, or involve 'a love interest'.*

This attitude was challenged in the 1960s when both male and female writers
produced more texts which featured girls and women. Robert Heinlein's Podkayne of Mars
(1963), Samuel Delany's Babel 17 (1966), Ursula Le Guin's Planet of Exile (1966), and
Alexei Panshin's Rite of Passage (1968) all presented female protagonists. These texts
were 'rite of passage' narratives in which the young heroine triumphed over intellectual
trials and physical dangers on her journey toward womanhood. Although these novels, and
especially those by Heinlein and Le Guin, re-iterate the How She Fell in Love story that
Joanna Russ sees as standard fare for heroines, they also mark the coming of age of SF's
fernale hero.’

The greater representation of female characters in SF during the 1960s can be read
against the increasing political visibility of women during the decade. The 1961 President's
Commission on the Status of Women (which produced its report in 1963), Title VII of the
1964 Civil Rights Act, and the creation of the National Organization for Women in 1966
all raised the popular and media profile of women's issues.® Similarly, within the counter-
politics of the New Left (whose wider cultural impact was to influence SF in the late 1960s
and 1970s), some women were beginning to demand recognition. In 1964 an anonymous
position paper entitled 'Women in the Movement' was presented to the SNCC conference.
The following year Mary King and Casey Hayden circulated a 'kind of memo' that
addressed sexual difference as a 'caste system'.* By 1967, women had presented a set of

demands to the SDS national convention which called for men to 'dea) with their own
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problems of male chauvinism in their personal, social and political relationships', and for
women to ‘fight for their own independence’.” These gestures record the marginalization of
activist women, and although they represent a minority voice, they express the
dissatisfaction with the male Left which, in the late 1960s, precipitated the formation of a

radical feminist movement.

The Emergence of Feminist SF: Joanna Russ's 'The Adventuress' and Pamela Zoline;'s Heat

Death of the Universe'

1967 was also the year in which Joanna Russ and Pamela Zoline both published short-
stories which were to become landmark texts for feminist SF. Joanna Russ's "The
Adventuress' was published in Damon Knight's Orbit series and introduced the character
of Alyx, a swordswoman, picklock, outlaw and thief who lived in the ancient City of
Ourdh. Russ's tale drew upon the conventions of heroic fantasy which derived from the
work of Edgar Rice Burroughs and Robert Howard in the American pulp magazines such
as All-Story, Blue Book and Weird Tales. Burroughs's Tarzan and Howard's Conan
represented the Noble Savage as the archetypal hero of the genre. Russ's story subverted
the role of these 'mighty thewed persons', as she termed them, to present her own sword-
wielding heroine, 'a neat, level-browed governessy person called Alyx".'?

Pamela Zoline's 'Heat Death of the Universe' was published in Michael Moorcock's
New Worlds and was associated with the literary and generic experimentalism of the
British New Wave. The story consists of fifty-four numbered paragraphs which represent
the tedium and frustration of a day in the life of a suburban housewife in terms of the
entropy of the universe. In contrast to Russ, who creates a proactive, autonomous female
hero, Zoline represents the fragmentation of the female subject. Both these stories engage
the contemporary political and media debates about women's roles in the 1960s. Zoline,
especially, draws upon the newly articulated discontent of young, white, middle-class
women which was expressed in magazines such as Redbook. In 1960, the magazine
received twenty-four thousand replies to an article which explored 'Why Young Mothers
Feel Trapped'.'' Betty Friedan, in The Feminine Mystique (1963), presented an exposition
of the confinement and frustration of suburban housewives which analysed this 'personal’

problem precisely as a common experience. Zoline's SF story echoes Friedan's critical
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politicization of women's domestic despair. The protagonist of 'Heat Death', Sarah Boyle,
re-presents Friedan's ironic 'Happy Housewife Heroine' as the alien(ated) subject of the
tale. The narrative identifies Friedan's 'problem with no name' as an illustration
(metonymical and metaphorical) of the heat death of the universe - a 'cosmic
connectedness', as Scott Bukatman describes it, which disturbs the conventional
parameters of SF."

Russ's heroic fantasy and Zoline's postmodern montage present contrasting
responses to women's oppression. The stories reflect both the different narrative (or anti-
narrative) conventions of the literary contexts in which they were written, and the different
impulses behind feminism's second wave. Whereas Zoline's heroine represents the distress
that was being articulated in women's magazines, Russ's "The Adventuress' can be read
against the rhetoric of the Anti-War movement and the New Left. By 1967, women in the
counter-culture were already asserting a proto-feminist agenda which challenged the
marginalization and sexual objectification of women."’ However, this political defiance
may have had less direct impact upon Russ's text than the presentation of female
Vietnamese resistance fighters as 'truly liberated women'.'* South-East Asian revolutionary
women were portrayed as inspiring role-models for women on the Left, but were often
invoked to belittle, rather than support, women's domestic struggles. In the SF fanzine
Khatru, Luise White recollected that during the Chicago conspiracy trial one of the
defendants, 'a hero of 1960s proportions [...] pointed with awe at the poster of the
VietCong lady on the wall (you all know the one: head hi gh, battle dress, rifle) and said:
"when you're like that, you can talk to me in that tone™."?

Russ's "The Adventuress' creates a swordswoman whose proficiency enables her to
speak in any tone she chooses. In the story, Alyx is hired as a bodyguard by a rich young
woman, Edarra, who needs to leave Ourdh to escape an arranged marriage. Initially,
Edarra is hostile to Alyx's insistence that she must work and learn to fight, but, as the tale
progresses the two women win each other's respect and friendship. Samuel Delany has
argued that the bond between Edarra and Alyx prefigures similar relationships in the later
stories, which, he suggests, 'organize our attention about a single problem: the problems a
worldly woman has overseeing the maturation of a woman not so worldly'.'®
This theme, which Russ has termed 'the rescue of the female child', might be

considered a leitmotif, not only for the Alyx stories, but for the majority of Russ's fiction.'”
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Russ's work repeatedly features relationships between older and younger women to
suggest both the processes of women's self-acceptance and the coming together of women
in the feminist movement. These bonds are often expressed through learning the skills for
physical self-defence, which evokes another important theme in Russ's writing: the uses of
violence and anger. Alyx teaches Edarra to fence as she teaches other women, in later
stories, to shoot and kill. All Russ's major fiction, including her non-science-fiction novel
On Strike Against God (1982), represents the use of violence, or the ability to use
violence, as explicitly liberating for women.

The genre of heroic fantasy enabled Russ to create a female hero who could battle
with the 'mighty thewed' and win. She describes the real pleasure of heroic fantasy as its
combination of sophisticated decadence and barbaric violence, a potentially witty
juxtaposition that she sees most clearly in Fritz Leiber's work. Like Leiber, Russ parodies
the serious heroes of the genre, whom she found to be 'too great a strain on the risibilities',
but she also subverted the gendered assumptions that motivate their heroic deeds.'® Russ's
tale disrupts the pulp formula of heroic fantasy by challenging the gender stereotypes
implicit within the genre's conventions.

Damon Knight, who published 'The Adventuress', reportedly argued that before
Russ, 'nobody could get away with a series of heroic fantasies of prehistory in which the
central character, the barbarian adventurer, is a woman."® This is not altogether true, as it
does not acknowledge C.L.Moore's Jirel of Joiry series, but it does indicate the ways in
which Russ's protagonist signalled a radical departure from generic expectations. Russ
recalls that it was extremely difficult for her to create a female hero within this male-
dominated genre:

Long before I became a feminist in any explicit way, I had turned from
writing love stories about women in which the women were losers, and
adventure stories about men in which the men were winners, to writing
adventure stories about a woman in which the woman won. It was one of
the hardest things 1 ever did in my life.”

In 1972, Ellen Morgan argued that, 'the single most absorbing and obsessive need of the
Neo-Feminist woman is to envision what authentic self-hood would be [...], to break out
and assert individual potency'.*' Russ's Alyx stories used the heroic fantasy mode to create
a utopian role model for women, an autonomous female protagonist who transcended the

restrictions of enforced femininity.
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Russ's text retained the generic identification of heroic fantasy, but appropriated
this traditionally male preserve in the name of Woman. In contrast, Pamela Zoline's ‘Heat
Death' challenged the interactions of gender and genre in SF by introducing a socially-
prescribed female role into a male-dominated genre. Zoline's story drew from the generic
innovations of the New Wave to If)resent a specifically feminist didactic. Christopher Priest
suggests that New Wave writing questions the limits of SF to ask, 'why can science fiction
not explore the inner world of emotion, of neurosis, of sexual desire, of boredom? Can it
not describe [...] the art of writing itself?> In 'Heat Death', Zoline married this generic
experimentalism to a political analysis of women's domestic oppression.

Zoline's story can be read against the fictions of writers, such as Zenna Henderson,
Margaret St Clair and Judith Merril, who asserted female perspectives in their SF texts
throughout the 1950s and 1960s. These writers, whom James Blish once described as a
'gaggle of housewives', often located their texts within American suburbia.”’ Where 'Heat
Death'’ differs from these earlier representations of women (as The Good Wife) is in its
exposition of the stultifying impact of urban isolation. Zoline's story might thus be seen to
prefigure Ellen Morgan's demand that feminist writers must not only celebrate the utopian
creation of the free self', but must also 'document the effects of oppression’.**

Sarah Boyle experiences the dissolution of her world as an illustration of the heat
death of the universe. The cosmetic chores of housework cannot stem decay, death and
destruction: they constitute merely a superficial reorganization. Mark Rose has suggested
that, at a formal level, the numbered paragraphs of the text resist the narrative pull toward
entropy.” But he does not acknowledge that this overt structuring, which 'cuts up' the
narrative in a way which is characteristic of New Wave writing, also reflects the arbitrary
categorization in the story itself. Sarah Boyle counts all the moveable objects in the living
room (there are 819); she labels objects with the wrong signifiers, 'the hair brush is labelled
HAIR BRUSH, the cologne, COLOGNE, the hand cream, CAT" and at the supermarket
she fills three shopping carts buying every variety of cleaning product in every different
size.”® These erratic taxonomies mask entropy, but they do not divert its progress.

The connections suggested in Zoline's story between suburban despair and
universal entropy have been questioned by some SF critics. Sarah Lefanu applauds Zoline's
text as an expression of 'the vistas of emptiness behind the slogan "a woman's work is

never done":*” but David Ketterer argues that:
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To relate the ennui of a suburban housewife to the entropy of the universe,
as does P.A. Zoline in 'Heat Death of the Universe', is to use a science
fictional conception only for its metaphorical appropriateness. Because the
tale's reality is grounded in a housewife and her kitchen and because of the
lack of a plausible scientific rationale connecting the end of the material
universe with her state, Zoline's piece cannot legitimately be classified as
science fiction.”®

Ketterer's complaint (that Zoline's story is not SF) centres upon two issues: the
metaphorization of SF motifs associated with the New Wave, and the representation of 'a
housewife and her kitchen'. Zoline's feminist SF presents an alien perspective and an
unexpected environment; but, for Ketterer, this view from the kitchen contravenes the
impulses of science fiction.

Zoline's text suggests a radical reinterpretation, and implicit gendering, of the
intersections between science and fiction, to explore, in Priest's terms, 'the art of writing
itself’. 'Heat Death' self-consciously plunders the metaphors of scientific production to
describe such details as, for instance, the colour of the heroine's eyes. The technology that
Zoline draws upon is precisely implicated in the gendered economy of household labour.
She describes the blue of Sarah Boyle's eyes as 'a fine, modern, acid, synthetic blue [...] the
promising, fat, unnatural blue of the heavy tranquillizer capsule; the cool, mean blue of that
fake kitchen sponge' (p.56). These descriptions suggest a science-fictional reconfi guration
of the images of "Woman as Nature' which the narrator sees as characterizing 'so much
precedent literature' (p.56). They also suggest the ways in which the Happy Housewife
Heroine is not a 'natural’ figure, but a cultural myth reinforced by a specific medical and
domestic technology.

The structuring metaphor of the story is drawn from the entropic heat death of the
universe. Entropy had already featured in J.G. Ballard's "The Voices of Time' (1960), but
Zoline's manipulation of the Second Law of Thermodynamics was different from the
earlier New Wave writers. In 'Heat Death' the metaphorization of entropy is inextricably
linked to Zoline's feminist didacticism as the text presents an explicit questioning of gender
as well as genre conventions.

The macrocosmic violence of the heat death of the universe is condensed in the
text in the violence of a suburban woman's breakdown: 'She is about to begin to cry. Her

mouth is opening. She is crying. She cries [...]. She begins to break glasses and dishes, she
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throws cups and cooking pots and jars of food which shatter and break and spread over
the kitchen' (p.65). The metaphor of entropy represents the violence which subtends the
feminine mystique. Afforded no legitimacy within the cult of femininity, women's anger
was expressed in a desire, as Rochelle Gatlin puts it, 'to go over the edge', to relinquish
sanity.” Zoline's text might be read against Russ's heroic fantasy as a representation of
women's anger and violence which is negatively internalized as a self-fragmentation rather
than, as in Russ's text, directed towards an external enemy. Zoline uses SF to articulate the
frustrated destructiveness of many women's anger; Russ's 'Adventuress' rearticulates this
anger in an affirmative fantasy of power and autonomy.

These two stories were ground-breaking for feminist science fiction. They were the
first texts to mediate the proto-feminist discourses of the mid-1960s in the contexts of
magazine SF. Zoline's critique of the Happy Housewife Heroine and Russ's creation of a
swashbuckling Adventuress created precedents for future feminist SF. John Clute, for
instance, argues that 'the liberating effect of the Alyx tales has been pervasive'. He suggests
that 'the ease with which later writers now use active female protagonists in adventure
roles, without having to argue the case, owes much to this example'.3° The influence of
Zoline's story upon feminist SF has been less remarked upon, both because Zoline is
associated with the New Wave rather than the feminist movement in SF, and because she
has published very little science fiction.

Russ's influence, however, has been profound and she has been described as 'the
single most important woman writer of science fiction'.”' Her publications include five SF
novels (Picnic on Paradise (1968); And Chaos Died (1970); The Female Man (1975); We
Who Are About To... (1977); and The Two of Them (1978)), and two collections of
interacting SF stories (The Adventures of Alyx (1983) and Extra(Ordinary) People
(1984)). The Alyx stories are significant for Russ's writing because they introduce the
humour, as well as themes and motifs which features in all Russ's later, explicitly feminist
SF. Specifically, these tales develop and critique the character of the female Agent as both
a metaphor for feminist agency and as a role model for women. Russ returns to this
critique most directly in the later novel The Two of Them which questions the role of the

female Agent through an exploration of the interactions between gender and genre

conventions.
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The Adventures of Alyx: The Female Hero as Role Mode]

Roz Kaveney has argued that the Alyx tales were created within an argument of themes
between Russ and the older writer Fritz Leiber.** In 1960, Leiber had coined the term
'sword-and-sorcery' to describe the quasi-feudal often mystical landscapes of heroic
fantasy, which Russ also termed 'Fritz Leiberland'.” 'The Adventuress' recalls one of
Leiber's two sword-and-sorcery heroes, Fafhrd, as an old lover of whom Alyx is
particularly fond: 'Ah! What a man [...]! - Fafnir - no, Fafh - well, something ridiculous.
But he was far from ridiculous. He was amazing' (p.26). Leiber repays the compliment in
his "The Two Best Thieves in Lankhmar' (1968) in which Alyx appears as a minor
character who watches wryly from the margins as Fafhrd and the Gray Mouser are duped
by lesbian lovers.**

But Russ was not, as Damon Knight claimed, the first writer to feature a sword-
and-sorcery heroine. C.L. Moore had published a series of stories in Weird Tales (which
also published Robert Howard's Conan tales) about a female swordswoman, Jirel of Joiry.
Jirel suggested new possibilities for female characters which potentially challenged the
overtly masculinist nature of heroic fantasy. She was nevertheless extremely popular with
the predominantly male readership of Weird Tales. Lester Del Rey argues that 'every male
reader loved the story ["The Black God's Kiss" (1934)], forgot his chauvinism, and
demanded more stories [about] the intensely feminine Jirel'.” Unlike Moore's heroine,
Alyx does not compensate for her aggression by a strikingly fierce beauty. She is defiantly
non-feminine: and this, rather than the role of the female warrior in itself, is what Russ
found most difficult to write. She explains:

I cannot tell how hard writing that first story was. It was dropping the mask
and stepping out in my own person. I felt hideously ashamed and guilty of
some unspeakable crime. People would point at me in the streets. People
would say I wanted to be a man. Reviewers would howl in derision. By
writing an adventure story with a female hero I was clearly breaking some
basic taboo. It took weeks even to sit down at the typewriter [...], I kept
trying and trying to make my protagonist beautiful. You know, just to
show that in spite of everything, I knew which priorities really came first.
However she refused to be falsified like that, and came into the world as a
short, stocky, unremarkable looking peasant.*®
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The differences between Alyx and Jirel reflect their different historical and
publishing contexts. But Russ's refusal of femininity also distinguished the Alyx tales from
other contemporary representations of active female protagonists in SF, such as Rosel
George Brown's proto-feminist Sybil Sue Blue. Sybil, who first appeared in 1966, is a
cigar-smoking, intergalactic policé agent, who balances her career with parenting her
sixteen-year-old daughter, Missy. She is also determinedly feminine. Brown's writing
seems to delight in the incongruity between the cosmetic demands of femininity and the
strenuous demands of Sybil's many escapades. In The Waters of Centaurus (1970), for
instance, Sybil rescues her daughter from an undersea world, escapes several times from
certain death, and saves the macho male hero from being baked alive. Finally, she sees

herself in the mirror:

She let out a howl. She looked awful. Her skin was peeling - from water or
sun or both - and her hair wouldn't do it at all - it was still briny. Sybil
looked down at her clothes, which were all wrong and rumpled besides, and
felt utterly depressed.’’

Russ's character refuses even the tongue-in-cheek femininity of Brown's Sybil. Alyx
presents a female agency which is neither compromised nor facilitated by feminine wiles.
This is perhaps why Gardner Dozois has described Alyx as 'a kind of Grey Mouser in drag'
(he is referring to Leiber's more sophisticated male hero).*® But Russ's character is not
figured as a role-reversal. She usurps the hero's role, and in doing so redefines the
gendered associations of heroism. Alyx is the female exception in an otherwise all-male
world, but she uses that position to encourage other women to develop their own potential
agency.

As a proto-feminist hero in sword-and-sorcery, Alyx figured the swordswoman as
a potent symbol of female power. She is presented, especially in the earlier stories, as an
Amazonian trickster who is 'among the wisest of a sex that is surpassingly wise' (p.9). In
this characterization, Russ anticipates the feminist re-evaluation of mythic female
archetypes, such as the Amazons, who represented powerful role models for women. She
may also respond to what has been described as a specifically white women's need for role
models. Feminist historians have argued that the desire for inspirational female characters
in fiction was not an urgent need for Black women who, in the 1960s and 1970s, could

emulate the many exceptional Black women in the Civil Rights movement.*® In Alice
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Walker's Meridian (1976), Meridian contrasts the black woman who were 'outrageous'
and always 'escaping to become something unheard of' to white women who were never
heard of 'doing anything that was interesting'. She claims that 'there were positively no
adventurers - unless you counted the alcoholics - among them'.*® Sara Evans argues that
for young white women, white female role models were hard to find, and, for those in the
Civil Rights movement, black women were inspirational. One white Civil Rights worker
proclaimed that 'for the first time I had role models I could really respect’.*!

The mythical figures of female power, such as the swordswoman, demonstrate a
cross-cultural appeal which is illustrated by their representation in texts by women writers
from many different ethnic backgrounds. Women warriors and Amazonian societies
feature in many feminist SF and mythical narratives, including Maxine Hong Kingston's
The Woman Warrior (1975); Paula Gunn Allen's anthology of traditional Native American
tales, Spider Woman's Granddaughters (1989); Monique Wittig's Les Guérilleres (1969)
which was published in the United States in 1971; and Marion Zimmer Bradley's The
Shattered Chain (1976). Suzy McKee Charnas argues that her novel, Motherlines (1978),
explored the 'potentialities of an Amazon-like society unconstrained by our own distorted
and fragmentary notions of real historical Amazons'.** Charnas's recreation of an
Amazonian matriarchy demonstrates the speculative possibilities of these archetypes for
feminist SF. Mandy Merck has argued that, whether or not historical research reveals these
archetypes to have been feminist (and she concludes that the historical resonances of the
Amazon myth may make it 'ultimately inappropriable'), the feminist 'search for a militant
female past' suggests 'a new will to power born of the unease of our own patriarchal era'**

The first three Alyx stories ('The Adventuress', T Gave Her Sack and Sherry'
(1967), and "The Barbarian' (1968)), feature the barbarian-Hellenistic setting of
(Amazonian) heroic fantasy.** But in the fourth tale, the novel Picnic on Paradise (1968),
this mythical past has been displaced by a science-fictional future. Alyx has been rescued
from certain death by the Trans-Temporal Military Authority and has been relocated to the
far-future planet of Paradise.*’ Paradise is a 'tourist planet' which has found itself
embroiled in a commercial war, and Alyx's task is to escort a group of stranded tourists
from one base to another (A to B). In Picnic, Alyx's ancient skills are out of place amongst

the 'Super-People’ of the future. She is the alien in Paradise.
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In her own quasi-historical context, Alyx was characterized as a 'wit, arm, kill-
quick for hire', but in this science-fictional world she is portrayed quite explicitly as an
Agent.*® When this status is challenged by the first man she meets, she gives a violent
demonstration of her role: 'he finished his thought on the floor, his head under one of his
ankles [...]. She let him go [...] and said, "T am the Agent. My name is Alyx," and smiled.
She was in a rather good humor' (p.71). The identification of Alyx as an Agent signals the
generic transition between Picnic and the earlier sword-and-sorcery tales; but Alyx's direct
assertion of her role as the Agent may also be read as a suggestive metaphor for women's
unfolding personal and political agency within the nascent Women's Movement. Alyxisa
refreshing figure for female readers, for whilst her aggression repeats the novelty of Jirel's
fierce presence, the differences between them suggest that Alyx is a character written for
women's rather than men's admiration.

Dorothy Allison argues that when she began to reconsider her 'life as a teenage
science fiction fan', she found herself 'thinking about the different levels of meaning I took
from science fiction - not just the straightforward adventures, but the symbolic and
political lessons I abstracted’.*” She identifies Russ's Picnic as a significant text because of
the ways in which Alyx demonstrates a sexual as well as a social agency. When Alyx fucks
the adolescent young man Machine, 'she screamed at him to hurry up and called him a pig
and an actor and the son of a whore (for these epithets were of more or less equal value in
her own country)' (p.123). Allison comments, 'this wasn't about coding or veiled
references. It was flatly heterosexual but still seem[ed] to offer tacit encouragement to
female sexual desire and female sexual aggression’.**

Alyx's social and sexual agency confronts and confounds the generic expectations
of female characters in SF. As Allison observes, Alyx is set against 'the rich white jock
[Gunnar] who in any other book would have been the hero'.*’ Gunnar's 'conventional
heroism’ contrasts with Alyx's assertion of an unexpected agency (p.139). When Gunnar
'indulgently' informs Alyx that the other tourists have chosen him as their leader, and that
she is 'not big enough' to challenge him, she asserts her Agenthood as she has before -
violently (p.83). Alyx repeatedly proves herself, and her Agenthood, to her audience (of
characters and readers) through her aggressive subversion of expected feminine behaviour.

Alyx is introduced in Picnic as if she were, like Sybil Sue Blue, a conventionally

feminine character: 'She was a soft-spoken, dark-haired, small-boned woman, not even
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coming up to their shoulders’ (p.71). But Russ's manipulation of gender expectations
transforms apparent femininity into violent and self-assured heroism. When the authorities
demand that Alyx surrender her weapons before her journey across Paradise, she
demonstrates that feminine appearances can be deceptive: "From each of her low sandals
she drew out what had looked like part of the ornamentation and flipped both knives
expertly at the map on the wall - both hands, simultaneously - striking precisely at point A
and point B' (p.77). Alyx performs her stunts with style, enjoying her defiance of
conventional gender roles.

At the end of the novel, Alyx is required to teach her skills to an elite corps of
students, who will become the 'Cadre of Heroes and Heroines' of the future Trans-
Temporal Authority. But Alyx derides the idea that her 'special and peculiar skills’ are
detachable from her 'special and peculiar attitudes’ (p.162). Her skills, her Agenthood,
cannot be separated from her gendered, racial and cultural identity. Russ defines Alyx's
agency precisely within the juxtaposition of her female sexual status and her
(conventionally) masculine role, as a challenge to both gender and genre expectations.

The generic shifts between the Alyx stories inflect the characterization of the
female hero. Alyx is transformed from a picklock on the decadent streets of Qurdh into a
female Agent who is effective across time and space. In the final story, "The Second
Inquisition’ (1970), the generic mode is subverted once more as the narrative is no longer
directed by the perspective of the Agent. In this text, the Agent (Alyx's great-
granddaughter) is working covertly in small-town America during the 1920s. For the
teenage girl who narrates the tale, the arrival of this strange visitor into her parents' home
stimulates exciting and frightening fantasies of inter-galactic intrigue:

‘Without you,' [the visitor] would say gravely, 'all is lost,' and taking out
from the wardrobe a black dress glittering with stars and a pair of silver
sandals with high heels, she would say, 'These are yours. They were my
great-grandmother's, who founded the Order. In the name of the Trans-
Temporal Military Authority." And I would put them on.

It was almost a pity she was not really there.”

The change in narratorial perspective throws the generic identification into doubt. Is this
text SF or the fantasy of a frustrated teenager, as this passage would suggest? Russ's
narrative suggests a playful self-consciousness about generic signifiers that makes this

question impossible to resolve. As Samuel Delany has observed, Russ sets her story in
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1925, the year in which Robert Howard published his first sword-and-sorcery adventure in
Weird Tales.” The narrator also draws upon the imagery of nineteenth-century fantasy,
including the work of Poe, and especially Wells's The Time Machine (which both the
narrator and the Agent read throughout the tale), to describe their adventures.

When the Agent must Iea\}e she desires to take the narrator with her, but she
cannot rescue this female child. She returns briefly, appearing to the narrator as a figure
seen through the looking-glass. When the Agent disappears for the last time, the narrator
finds herself staring at her own reflection, dressed in a home-made version of the uniform
of the Trans-Temporal Military Authority, 'the tights were from a high school play [...] and
the rest was cut out of the lining of an old winter coat' (p.192). The generic props of
science fiction (time-travel, uniforms, Agents) have been replaced by, or revealed to be,
the inventions of a teenage mind (Robert Howard was also just nineteen when he published
his first story, ‘Spear and Fang"). The narrator of this tale remains in 1925, in her parents'
home, where her dreams of going to Radcliffe College seem as fantastic as the existence of
the Trans-Temporal Authority:

For a moment something else moved in the mirror, or I thought it did [...].
wished for it violently; I stood and clenched my fists; I almost cried; I
wanted something to come out of the mirror and strike me dead. If I could
not have a protector, I wanted a monster, a mutation, a horror, a
murderous disease, anything! anything at all to accompany me downstairs
so that I would not have to go down alone.

Nothing came. Nothing good, nothing bad. I heard the lawnmower going
on. I would have to face by myself my father's red face, his heart disease,
his temper, his nasty insistencies. I would have to face my mother's sick
smile, looking up from the flower-bed she was weeding, always on her
knees somehow [...].

And quite alone.

No more stories. (p.192)

As the series of Alyx stories ends, both the narrator and the reader are alone.
Unlike the previous tales, which all end with a promise of more (‘But that's another story"),
this text marks a finality. There are no more stories. This generic wrench from the fantastic
worlds of sword-and-sorcery and science fiction to the historical realism of 1920s small-
town America dramatizes a reorganization of narrative perspective. It questions the effects
of these escapist fantasies and fictional role models. What happens when the reader puts

down the book, or when, for the protagonist in the tale, the fantasy ends? How do these
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fictions influence and affect the ordinary lives of their readers? These are questions to
which Russ returns in her later novels, when she explores the relationships between readers
and texts through a metafictional narrative style. "The Second Inquisition’ suggests both an
appreciation and a critique of SF escapism. It also signals Russ's interest in the political
power of women's writing, even as it suggests, ultimately, that women must relinquish

fantasy and face the world as it is in order to change it.

The Two of Them: Representing the Female Acent

The narrative of The Two of Them (1978) returns to the Alyx series to represent the
escape from suburban suffocation that the narrator of the final tale so desired.’® This later
novel allows its protagonist, Irene Waskiewicz, to escape the 'feminine mystique' of the
1950s and become an inter-galactic Agent. As a white, middle class teenager growing up
in Mid-West America, Irene is crushed by the everyday tedium of her life. The arrival of a
male visitor, Emst Neumann (the earnest new man?), an old acquaintance of her mother's,
opens up possibilities for a new life of adventure. This is not the story of How She Fell in
Love or How She Went Mad, although the narrative echoes both those plots with a
regretful irony. It is the story of how she found her own (feminist) agency.

When the Agents are first introduced in the text the two of them are working on a
mission in the supremely patriarchal underground planet Ka'abah, a setting which is taken
directly from Suzette Haden Elgin's story, For the Sake of Grace' (1969).>* On Ka'abah
the poet is the most highly regarded of all scholars, and each family hopes to enter its sons
for the Poetry Examinations. In Elgin's original story, a twelve year old girl, Jacinth, enters
the Poetry Examinations without the permission of her family, and, through exceptional
merit, passes with the highest honours. Jacinth's completion of the Poetry Examinations is
an act of bravery, self-respect and solidarity with her Aunt, who failed the examinations
and was sentenced to a life of solitary confinement.

Russ's use of For the Sake of Grace' as the foundation for her own exploration of
female agency in The Two of Them illustrates the thematic interactions in feminist SF. Russ
also returns to the ideas of her own previous work to develop her analysis of the Agent as
an archetype for feminism. The struggle for agency in Elgin's text is centred upon women's

freedom to write, and Russ's re-articulation of this theme is found in both her SF and
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critical texts. In the story, 'Sword Blades and Poppy Seeds' (1983) Russ answers the
question, 'Where do we writers get our crazy ideas?' by directing the reader to the many
women writers who have preceded her. She asks us, 'Are you truly curious?' and provides
the only answer: 'Then read our books!"* In Russ's adaptation of Elgin's original story the
Agent rescues the child Zubeydeh from a patriarchal culture that will not allow her to
write, an action which perhaps corresponds to the feminist 'rescue’ of lost women writers
during the 1970s. Russ's critical text, How to Suppress Women's Writing (1983), follows
from the earlier work of Ellen Moers and Elaine Showalter to catalogue the ways in which
women writers have been silenced by the hegemony of the Canon of Great Literature.

The rescue of the young woman writer in The Two of Them again suggests the
relationship between this novel and 'The Second Inquisition’. In the earlier text the Agent
could not 'save' the narrator, but in The Two of Them, Irene transgresses her official role as
an Agent to assert the importance of the child. Her act precipitates a crisis in the narrative
that disturbs both the equilibrium between the characters and the stability of the fiction.
Towards the end of the novel, the narrative engages an overtly metafictional feminist
didacticism which ejects Irene and Zubeydeh from SF. It also denotes a breakdown of
generic structures, as the surface of the narrative collapses revealing the mechanisms of its
construction.

The transition between genres corresponds to a shift in the representation of Irene.
By the novel's conclusion, she is no longer portrayed as an exceptional inter-galactic
Agent, but as 'an unimportant and powerless person', a divorcee in a motel in Albuquerque
(p-178). Reviewers have asserted that this genre slippage negates the impact of the tale,
making it a 'hopeless book, depressing to read, [and] not well constructed [sic]".* John
Clute argues convincingly that Russ has deliberately 'flunk[ed]' the generic protocol of the
story to illustrate that Irene, as a female Agent, 'cannot ultimately inhabit genre, or protect
herself through its buffering guidelines for conduct and self-definition’.*® In summarizin g
Russ's intentions as a writer, Clute astutely demonstrates her self-conscious refusal of

generic convention:

You think I'm telling you X; well I wouldn't tell you X if my life depended
on it. In fact my life depends on my not allowing you to get away with
hearing X from my lips. Your willingness to suspend disbelief so as to
luxuriate in the telling of X is tantamount to complicity with the invidious
systemic violation of women in this world, whose roots are homologous
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with the engendering impulses behind traditional genre fiction, or X, baby.
It tolls for thee.”’

Russ attacks the SF reader's 'willingness to suspend disbelief’ by refusing to construct a
familiar fantasy. She identifies the reading of fiction as analogous to the everyday 'reading'
of society, and positions her text as a political intervention in those interpretations. The
narrative of The Two of Them (and her other major novels of the 1970s) is a slap in the
face for the unresisting reader, whose unthinking expectations of the science-fiction genre
she associates with a similarly unthinking complicity in the oppression of women.

But Russ's re-presentation of Elgin's story raises problematic questions about the
intersections between the oppression of women because of their gender and the oppression
of women because of their race, or ethnic origin, or religion. Russ's use of Ka'abah (a
fundamentalist quasi-Muslim society which has been excommunicated by Islam) to
represent, or perhaps exemplify, patriarchy assumes a universal understanding of male
power and female oppression that makes no reference to cultural difference: Irene has no
difficulty 'understanding' the structures of power in Ka'abah. And, whereas in the original
story the subaltern girl triumphed to reclaim and fulfil the crushed dreams and talents of
her Aunt Grace; in Russ's revision, change is effected by the actions of the Agent, Irene,
and not the girl-child, Zubeydeh.

The relationship Irene develops with Zubeydeh is founded upon her empathy with
the child and her determination to rescue her from what Irene perceives to be an
intolerable situation. Irene privileges gender over all other features of identity, ignoring
issues of class, race, ethnicity, religion, nationality, or culture. The assertion of a cross-
cultural sisterhood, whereby a white Jewish woman rescues a Muslim girl, might suggest
that the text represents an implicit ethnocentrism. If so, the text might be read as an
unconscious mediation of the white-centredness of the Women's Liberation Movement,
which, by 1978, had long been criticized by Black feminists. In How to Suppress Women's
Writing, Russ acknowledged her own complicity in the exclusion of writers of colour
when teaching and even when writing How to Suppress: 'after complaining about
exclusivity from the victim's viewpoint, I had then spent four years as a cultural solipsist
myself' (p.137).

However, the relationship between Irene and Zubeydeh might also be read as

a deliberately polemical demonstration of the possibility and necessity of women's cross-
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cultura] alliance. Irene seeks to facilitate Zubeydeh's ambition to be a poet, and thus works
against the suppression of writing by women of colour that Russ identified in her own
critical practice (perhaps this novel anticipates that perception). Irene's defiant solidarity
with Zubeydeh forces her to reflect upon her own autonomy as a political Agent in Trans-
Temp and more personally, as an individual agent in her relationship with Ernst. She
begins to recognize her enforced isolation from other women in her role as an Agent:

She thinks, My expensive weapons, my expensive training, I'm exceptional,
I should know better.

She thinks idly of her mother. [...]

She thinks, My expensive position, my statistically rare training, my
self-confidence, my unusual strength.

And I'm still afraid.

Of what? (p.114)

By generic definition, Irene, as an Agent for Trans-Temp, occupies a position of power
that distinguishes her from other women. She assumes the 'universal' perspective of the
inter-galactic Agent. But she is also marginalized precisely because she is a woman, and, as
the idle thoughts about her mother intimate, she is beginning to draw connections between
her own experiences and those of other women as women. Irene has presumed that her
privileged position as an Agent protects her from prejudice. On Ka'abah she realizes that it
does not - and never has. Confronted by the repeated misunderstandings between herself
and Ernst, especially over the fate of Zubeydeh, Irene begins to comprehend the
(institutionalized) power difference between the two of them.

When Irene takes Zubeydeh, Ernst prevents them from rescuing Zubeydeh's mother
Zumurrud. He tells Irene, quite rationally, that Zumurrud does not wish to escape from
Ka'abah, provoking Irene's angry rebuke: 'Wish! [...] What can that woman decide or that
woman wish?' (pp.110-111). Ostensibly Irene, not Ernst, denies the agency of the
subaltern woman. As Sarah Lefanu has observed, however, the gendered experiences of
the Agents influence their perspectives. Lefanu comments that ‘it is Ernst's vision that is
broad enough to allow for conflict, but that is because he sees, and speaks, from a
privileged position'.”® Irene, on the other hand, disregards cultural differences in her
struggle to connect her own experience of oppression (and the choices available to her as a

white Agent) to the experience of the other woman. In her desire for solidarity, she is

unable to accommodate conflict.
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This potentially problematic encounter allows Irene to assert a feminist agency that
she is denied in her official role as Agent. When Irene performs the acts of espionage
demanded by Trans-Temp, her Agenthood is quite specifically constructed in opposition to
her femaleness. Whereas Alyx's Agenthood was established through her open defiance of
femininity, Irene operates as a secret Agent, who must either disguise her sex or simulate
an ineffectual femininity. Her major function as an Agent in Ka'abah is to obtain certain
information from the planet's computer system. To escape detection, Irene disguises her
actions by assuming the conventional position of women in the planet.

In Ka'abah there are individual elevators for women that record the movements of
their occupants through the city by registering each stop. Irene instructs the elevator to
stop everywhere possible on its way to her destination, and then slips into the ventilation
shaft, allowing the elevator to continue its journey unoccupied. Having gained a difficult
access to the central terminals she 'plays piano on the keyboards' before double checking
everything she has done, slipping away from the unconscious guards, and retracing her
steps to come out 'not where she entered but where she sent the elevator’ (p.77). She
signals her success to Ernst by ironically reinforcing a stereotypical femininity:

She says, 'I got stuck in the elevator. I did something wrong; it
stopped at every damned stop.'
So now he knows. (p.77)

Recent feminist theorists have suggested that gender should be redefined, not as a
fixed or natural identity, but as a (social and psychic) positionality, which is reproduced
through the repetition of cultural signifiers. Judith Butler, for instance, claims that 'there is
no gender identity behind the expressions of gender'. She suggests that sexual identity is
not pre-given in any material sense, but is 'performatively constituted by the very
"expressions" that are said to be its results'.’® These observations facilitate a metaphorical
reading of Russ's text that draws upon these theoretical ideas to suggest the interactions of
Agenthood and gender positionality.

When Irene abandons the elevator, it continues to signify her whereabouts, her
position (both geographically and culturally) as a woman. When she slips away through the
ventilation ducts, which keep no records at all', she escapes not only the physical confines
of the elevator, but also its implicit imposition of femininity. Irene steps out of a legitimate

physical and gender position. Because she is assumed to be inside this female space, the
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elevator serves as a disguise which replaces her (in this way it becomes, or signifies her
sexed body). When she has performed her task (knowing neither why, what, or who for)
she retraces her steps, erasing the evidence of her Agenthood.

Metaphorically, the female Agent's actions represent an 'out of body' experience, in
which gender and agency have been isolated (and constructed) through the different
performances of artificial and physical bodies. Irene, through not retracing the path of the
elevator, will not retrace the steps of the artificial body, which functions as an empty
symbol of her presence as a gendered subject. It is an effect, a signifier of a gendered
subject that exists, not because of what it contains (any inner essence) but because of
where it is - within a network of cultural discourses that give that artificial body meaning.

Irene's identity as the female Agent is fractured, held open, while she
metaphorically moves beyond her gendered self. The subversive potential of her
Agenthood is realized precisely as a discontinuity of her identity as a gendered female
subject. When she has returned from her mission, however, the narrative asserts her female
identity as a biological essentialism. As she ponders her ignorance and her powerlessness
within "The Gang' (Trans-Temp), her femaleness assaults the reader:

[Irene] knows nothing, for The Gang, in addition to its ostensible purposes
(in which she doesn't believe) always gathers all the information it can. She
wonders if she'll ever know The Gang's real purpose. She hopes her tampon
will last the day, but it ought to; she's put in two of them. She thinks with
amusement of leaving menstrual blood in a trail down Great Way. (p.78)

Irene's lack of knowledge is explicitly placed in relation to her femaleness. She is not the

universal inter-galactic Agent that Ernst assumes himself to be because she is a woman.

The Two of Them: Russ's Metafictional Style

When Irene forces Ernst to abduct Zubeydeh, the unease between the two of them is
intensified. The three of them leave Ka'abah to return to Trans-Temp headquarters at
'Center’, but their journey is interrupted. In response to Irene's 'strangeness’ (and
dramatically enforcing Zubeydeh's refrain; 'the gentlemen always think the ladies have gone
mad’), Ernst attempts to invalidate Irene's Agenthood by instructing the ship's computer to
reject her identity discs. This action precipitates a struggle between the two of them in

which Irene kills Ernst, and escapes with Zubeydeh to Earth. After Ernst's death, the
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narrator begins to intrude into the text, demonstrating the arbitrariness of her choices as
the teller of the story, and refusing to take responsibility for the fantasy.

The narrative structures collapse precisely when the composition of 'the two of
them', as a heterosexual couple, has been disrupted. Just before Irene kills Ernst, the
narrator interrupts the action to address the reader directly: "You don't want to know how
Irene hates looking at that good man and neither do I: it tears her in two' (p.158). She
provides alternatives to the action that she is about to describe (create), but dismisses
them: 'T've contemplated giving Ernst stomach 'flu and letting the other two run while he's
retching, but I don't think so. Not really. I don't think it happens like that. I think they meet
in the hall' (p.158).

When they meet, Irene kills Ernst. The transgressiveness of this act is accentuated
by the way in which she murders him. She does not kill him by using the techniques he has
taught her, which would generically familiarize her as the pupil who has learnt too well and
now usurps the master. This battle of the sexes is not played out according to the rules of
master/pupil because Irene refuses to perform traditional roles. She defies our expectations
of their relationship and the genre of adventure SF: 'She used to think it mattered who won
and who lost, who was shamed and who was not. She forgot what she had up her sleeve.
Sick of the contest of strength and skill, she shoots him' (p.162).

When Ernst dies the narrative structure is disrupted by the metafictional voice of
the narrator who refuses to allow the possibility of his death:

It occurs to me that she only stunned him, that soon he'll get up,
facing nothing worse than a temporary embarrassment (because they can't
find him in the computer), that he'll come looking for her, penitent, contrite,
having learned his lesson.
Well, no, not really. (p.163)
The reluctance to acknowledge Ernst's loss corresponds to a reluctance to recognize that
'the two of them' no longer signifies the binary man/woman but the continuum woman/girl:
Irene and Zubeydeh. The heterosexual binary of male and female (master and pupil),
which, as Judith Butler argues, 'requires and produces [...] the internal coherence of
gender' has been displaced.*
During her escape, Irene is forced, by wild circumstance, to also take a small and

helpless five year old boy, Michael. This child re-establishes a male presence within the

diadic relationship between the woman and the girl, but he cannot substitute for Ernst.
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When they reach Earth the narrator changes her mind: 'She didn't take him. She didn't do
it. I made that part up' (p.175). The narrator revels in the self-conscious fictionality of the
text, flaunting her power to 'make it up'. She unnerves us, challenging our complicity with
her textual authority by demanding that we recognize that she can no longer be trusted to
tell it straight. The text begins to doubt itself, question the reader, change its mind,
proclaim that it would be better as something else: ‘this is all very much nicer as a comedy'
(p.158).

Why does Ernst's death create such nervousness and such defiance? His murder is
described with a slow-motion pathos (it occurs in zero-gravity) which renders them as
dancers not killers. But it is not because this death is so distressing that the narrative
breaks down. Ernst's absence disturbs the construction of Irene as a female counterpart to
his more experienced Agenthood. The narrator questions and exploits her authority
because the fiction is no longer balanced: the expectations of gender and genre have been
unsettled. The metafictional voice alternately worries about and relishes the consequences
and dangerously unfixed possibilities of gender identities which are not heterosexually

constituted:

I wish I could talk to her. I wish I could nudge her. I wish I could walk

down the corridor with her and whisper, Hey, baby, you wanna fuck? Hey,

Miss, you...uh...dropped your panties. Though I wouldn't say that.

couldn't say that. (p.163)
The narrator adopts the role of the (male hetero-) sexual predator, playing with the
legitimacy of sexual power and desire, repeating abuse as the perpetrator rather than the
victim. Her repetition is thrilling: ‘Hey, baby, you wanna fuck?’, but it positions her as a
voyeur within the fiction, a role which implicates us as readers as we also watch her
watching Irene.

The narrator responds to the crisis in the text (which is generated by Ernst's death)
by attempting to imitate heterosexual constructions of gender, even if she has to assume a
'masculine' position (and so subvert her efforts) to do so. Her desire for Irene must remain
a fantasy shared only with the reader:

What I want to tell her is what it's really like, what happens to you, the ises
and isn'ts of guilt. [...] I would nudge Irene from the side. I would tell her
that her deed has not closed her in. [...] That Zubeydeh is very important,
that she must listen to Zubeydeh, that she must get Zubeydeh out of here.

(p.163)
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The narrator, now speaking explicitly as a female subject, characterizes herself as a woman
whose experience prefigures Irene's. In the manner of the feminist confessional she wants
to 'tell her what it's really like'. But the narrator cannot speak to the characters in the text.
The reader must witness the frustrated silences in the narrative, and recognize the
connections that the narrator atterhpts to draw between women's shared experiences.

Irene's surrender of her position in the 'Center', and her escape to the margins,
represents a rejection of inter-galactic universality and her assertion of a local, situated
agency. It also corresponds to a recognition within feminist theory in the mid-1970s of the
need to transcend individual struggle and establish a more collective focus. The conclusion
of Picnic revealed that Alyx was the first Agent, and that she founded the 'Cadre of
Heroes and Heroines' that would become Trans-Temp. But this collective Agency has
coalesced at the 'Centre'. Irene's accomplishments are isolated from their political
meanings, she has no idea what her Agenthood achieves.

In The Two of Them, Irene's relationship with Zubeydeh alerts her to the
ineffectualness of her Trans-Temporal Agenthood. When she returns to Earth (both
literally and metaphorically) after her adventures among the stars, they hitch a ride to
Albuquerque, posing as mother and daughter. Irene's arrival is unremarkable, even anti-
climactic, marked only by the corny line of her adolescent fantasies, 'I've been away'
(p-117). She is no longer an Agent, and must reconstruct her agency, her relationship to
power, as an ordinary 'unimportant and powerless person' (p.178). She is full of regret for
her lost power, and afraid for the future. She knows that change will take 'longer than one
woman's lifetime; [that] now she'll never get to it except the hard way: a civilian attacking
from the outside. A nobody' (p.178). But the narrator reassures us that Irene's lost agency
will be reconfigured within a coalition of activists: 'she can find other unimportant and
powerless people’ (p.178).

The emphasis upon collectivity was integral to the Women's Movement as a
movement, but the forms which that collectivity should take had always been contested.
Debates about the organization of meetings, the desirability of leadership, the status of
famous feminists and so on were often divisive ones in feminist groups in the early 1970s.%’
These debates have evolved in feminist theory as the terms of feminist collective action

continue to be negotiated. Lillian Robinson argues in 1977 that:
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It is not role models we need so much as a mass movement, not celebration
of individual struggle, however lonely and painful, so much as recognition
that we are all heros [sic]. Only from an understanding of the mass
experience that forces us to become heros [sic] can we build a2 movement to
make fundamental changes in social institutions or our own lives.®>

Russ's critical work has identified SF as a mode in which 'the protagonists [...] are always
collective, never individual persons'.®> The most significant feminist exposition of a
collective protagonist in SF is Russ's own The Female Man (1975) in which the main
characters, Joanna, Janet, Jeannine and Jael, have been read as different versions of a
single self.

In the transgression of genre conventions, The Two of Them once again echoes
"The Second Inquisition'. The novel also concludes with a fantasy which raises questions
about its status as SF, but unlike the earlier tale, the conclusion of The Two of Them
promises many more stories. Audre Lorde argues that it is not difference which
immobilizes and separates women, but silence: 'and there are so many silences to be
broken'.** The conclusion of the novel suggests that the differences, in generation, race and
culture, between Zubeydeh and Irene are generative, not disabling. When Irene rescues
Zubeydeh she is confronted by the rawness of the girl, by her youth as well as her different
expectations of gender roles and social organization. She is forced to respect both the
unexpectedness and the familiarity of this child, who (as 1n other stories, such as "The Little
Dirty Girl' (1982)) also represents her own remembered self.

Irene's relationship with Zubeydeh represents the possibilities for cross-cultural
bonds among women, and for Zubeydeh, her enforced silence now broken, the relationship
facilitates her agency as a writer. The final words of Irene's concludin g dream mirror the
structure of the final words of the Alyx series. In her vision, the desert landscape of
women's historically generated silence reverberates to the whisperings of new voices. A
message begins to stir among the dust. Women's collective agency has achieved something
that all the sorcerers in heroic fantasy could not:

Something is coming out of nothing. For the first time, something will be
created out of nothing. There is not a drop of water, not a blade of grass,
not a single word.

But they move.

And they rise. (p.181)
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3. Unnatural Acts: Explorations of Gender in Joanna Russ's The Female Man

Every act of becoming conscious

(it says here in this book)

is an unnatural act. .
Adrienne Rich, The Phenomenology of Anger', 1972

In 1973, Robin Morgan gave the keynote address to the West Coast Lesbian Femix)ist
Conference in Los Angeles. She began by asserting her 'credentials' as a woman and a
feminist who identified as a lesbian (a claim which had been challenged) to speak about the
contradictions in the Women's Liberation Movement. She intended to focus specifically on
the 'Lesbian-Straight Split', to articulate the need for unity amongst all women. But the
assembly was disrupted by the presence of a male transvestite, who also identified as a
woman and as a lesbian. The conference 'promptly split - over this man', and Morgan
condemned him as a trouble-maker who divided women from each other. For Morgan, the
definitions of (sexual) difference were clear; and the binary man/woman demarcated the
feminist frontier. She did not recognize this cross-identification as significant for feminist
sexual politics.”

The alien presence of the transvestite female man (or male woman) challen ged the
definitions of 'woman', 'lesbian' and 'feminist', which grounded feminism as a politics of
experience, to demand whose and which experiences counted. Morgan reports that more
than half the women attending the conference 'demanded that he [the transvestite] be
forced to leave’, while others 'defended him as their "sister".” This man's intrusive presence
exposed contradictions that Morgan preferred to be left undisturbed, and disrupted
assumptions about an innate sexual or gender identity to ask what it meant to 'be' a
woman.* Can this identity be claimed or is it a natural fact? And does such transvestite
identification reconfigure the (potential) subjects of/in feminism?

These questions are familiar in the work of postmodern-feminist theorists such as
Judith Butler and Donna Haraway who celebrate the possibilities of sexual boundary
crossing. Butler's construction of gender performativity and Haraway's theorization of the
cyborg both focus on the dissident promise of 'unnatural' identifications.’ But in 1973,
when the differences between women (lesbian and straight women, women of color and

white women, rich women and poor women) threatened to fragment the illusion of global
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sisterhood, such questioning of the legitimacy of the category Woman was dangerous and
unwelcome.

Morgan asserted the importance of women's experiences as women in patriarchy to
articulate a specifically female feminism, a sexual specificity which was echoed by Joanna
Russ when she claimed that, for Writing as well as politics, sexual difference made a
difference: 'maleness or femaleness is among the most important concrete, specific data of
a human being's situation, and to write authentically one must write from a concrete,
absolutely specific history’.” The Women's Liberation Movement, as a politics of
experience, urged women to re-articulate their personal histories within a feminist context
so that their experiences might not only be demystified and politicized, but also reclaimed
as a creative source for feminism. In ‘Blood, Bread and Poetry', for example, Adrienne
Rich urged women to write 'directly and overtly as a woman, out of women's experience’,
taking 'women's experience seriously as a theme and source for art'.’

When Russ describes her reasons for writing science fiction she explains that SF
allowed her to represent her experience as a woman:

When I became aware [in college] of my 'wrong' experience, I chose
fantasy. Convinced that I had no real experience of life, since my own
obviously wasn't part of Great Literature, I decided consciously that I'd
write of things nobody knew anything about, dammit. So I wrote realism
disguised as fantasy, that is, science fiction.®

By describing SF as 'realism disguised as fantasy', Russ invokes Rich's appeal to experience
as a creative source, but defers any easy identification between that textualized experience
and the reader. Russ complicates the referential framework which familiarizes the
characters' experiences by representing alien perspectives and environments.’

Frances Bartkowski identifies Russ's SF as an adaptation of 'Brechtian techniques
of alienation and estrangement in order to bring to consciousness the desires and fears of
her audience of readers'.” Russ studied Brecht at the Yale School of Drama before
becoming an English professor, and her fiction, with its emphasis on political strategy over
the formal structures of conventional narrative, reveals the influence of Brecht's epic
theatre. Indeed, The Female Man may be read against Brecht's analysis of literary forms
as, in Russ's words, 'realism disguised as fantasy'. For Brecht, realistic means:

Discovering the causal complexes of society / unmasking the prevailing
view of things as the view of those who are in power / writing from the
standpoint of the class which offers the broadest solutions for the pressing
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difficulties in which human society is caught up / emphasizing the element
of development / making possible the concrete, and making possible
abstraction from it.'

The Female Man (1975) is a significant text for feminist SF both because it
identifies feminism as the discourse through which to discover the 'causal complexes of
society' and because it confronts the contradictory impulses in feminist politics.'' In the
Alyx series Russ had redefined what a heroine could do to assert a specifically female
agency in SF. In The Female Man, Russ returns to an exploration of female agency as an
expression of women's power and potential, but she also invokes a new questioning of the
nature of Woman, and of the significance and meanings of sex, gender and sexuality. The
text generates a series of contradictions which remain deliberately unresolved. The Female
Man repeatedly affirms the significance of women's experience as the foundation for
feminist politics and feminist art. At the same time, it also attempts to transcend the
category of Woman altogether and to explore feminism's promise of transgressive gender
identities. The motifs of SF enable the creation of future worlds in which the 'female man'
and the 'male woman' are normal and unquestioned identities.

The Female Man has four female protagonists, whom Rachel Blau DuPlessis has
termed a 'cluster protagonist’.'” These women, who are all the same genotype, exist in four
different parallel worlds. They are known as the four Js: Janet, Jeannine, Joanna and Jael.
The four Js represent alternative selves, but, as critics have observed, they also represent
different strategies for addressing the social consequences of gender inequality.'* The
science-fictional intersection of past, present and future worlds brings conflicting ideas
about gender into collision to expose the ways in which 'woman' and 'man’ are culturally
constructed. The narrative positions Joanna as a feminist-in-progress whose consciousness
is raised by her alienating experiences in alternative worlds. However, as the text presents
the evolution of a feminist subject, it also continually questions just who and what are the
possible subjects of feminism.

Janet Evason is from a philosophically and technologically sophisticated feminist
utopia called Whileaway, a post-gender world where men no longer exist.'* Jeannine
Dadier lives in an alternative 1969 (the year in which Russ began the novel) in which the
Second World War never happened and the Depression continues. She dreams of marriage

as the legitimation of her life. Joanna also lives in the present (1969). Her world
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corresponds to Darko Suvin's concept of the 'zero world', but it too is ‘made strange' by
satire.”” Alice Jael Reasoner is the Agent who has brought the other women together. She
is a vengeful murderess from a future dystopia which is enduring the final war of Us and
Them. Her world is divided into Womanland and Manland as the Battle of the Sexes has
disintegrated into a Cold War stalemate.

The four Js have been identified by critics as a fragmented representation of one
woman, as 'different phases/faces of the same self'; as 'intersect[ing] like dimensions of one
personality'; or even as 'various aspects of the female self'.'® The critical reintegration of
the Js into a single self can be read as a reflection of the feminist concern with unified
subjectivity in the 1970s. But critically collating the four Js into an Everywoman figure
risks obscuring the unresolved disparities between them. The Female Man may be read
literally as what Russ terms an ‘attempt to get [her] head together' without proposing a
unified female self’ or resolving those fragments into a representation of Woman.'” The
interactions between the four Js also suggest the diversity fostered by the collective politics
and communal impulse for change in the Women's Movement. The text cannot be reduced
either to a metaphorical representation of women's fragmentation in patriarchy, nor to a
metonymical representation of potential feminist community.

How then are we to read the interactions between the Js? Does their shared
genotype signal a culturally translatable essence of self or womanhood? Or does their
genetic sameness highlight their cultural differences to question rather than confirm the
nature of Woman? The metaphor of the female man, and the multiple interpretations of
that contradictory identity in the different worlds, challenges the polarities of gender. The
Female Man is an ironic title which both acts as a metaphor for the possibilities of cross-
identification, and also exposes the incompatibility of the categories 'female' and 'human'.
For Russ, women are made alien by the condensation of all humanity into Man. The
narrative presents many versions of the female man, but this dialectical identity is one that
proliferates beyond the text. The inconsistent roles which Russ imposes on her reader as
she complicates the terms of gender also make us, whether male or female, potential
female men.

Russ's The Female Man has received more critical attention than any of her other
works, primarily as a feminist utopia. However, the critical identification of The Female

Man as a utopian text often obscures the more difficult questions posed by the novel. The
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importance of Russ's text lies not in any individual character or world, but in the
interactions between the Js and their different cultures; the alternative history, the ironic
present, the feminist utopia and the segregated dystopia.

The Female Man is motivated by the feelings of anger, empowerment and self-
discovery which characterized the Women's Liberation Movement. Russ's narrative
strategies, such as the thematization of anger, draw from the energy and the promise of the
early 1970s, and by contextualizing the novel (as a product of the second wave feminist
movement) we can recognize the political challenge The Female Man presented to its
readers, especially to its non-feminist SF readers. The novel also presents theoretical
challenges to feminist readers. It asserts the importance of female agency and female
sisterhood but it also problematizes notions of sex and gender. In the construction of the
four Js and the parodic cross-identification of the female man, the narrative anticipates the
more recent theoretical debates which arise in the intersections between feminism and
postmodernism.

Rosi Braidotti, for instance, echoes the structure of The Female Man when she
situates the conceptual challenges for feminism within the contradictory identifications of
the female subject as both a 'dazzling collection of integrated fragments' and a 'theoretical,

libidinal, ethical and political agent'."®

The Female Man confronted uncomfortable issues
and posed difficult questions for the 1970's Women's Movement which are still relevant to
contemporary feminist theory. In its focus upon the contradictions within women's

identities the novel asks, as Robin Morgan refused to do, who or what is a natural woman?

Performing Gender: Representing Female Men and Male Women

The Female Man is a difficult book to read. It is structured in nine parts, which each
contain between five and eighteen sections that range in length from three words to several
pages. These disparate sections form a montage of different voices and perspectives as
poetry and party games intersect with interviews, staged dialogue, lectures and
confessions. Of all the protagonists, only Jeannine does not speak for herself: Jael, Janet
and Joanna each narrate discontinuous parts. The distinctions between the Js, and
especially between Joanna and the persona of the author (also a Joanna), are often difficult

to sustain, and the authorial character occasionally invades the text as the fifth J.
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The Oankali claim to understand the nature of humanity through their intimate
knowledge of living human flesh, but they nevertheless repeatedly misinterpret or wrongly
predict human behaviour. Their biological certainty does not 'solve' the mystery of 'human
nature’ (as indeed some contemporary geneticists claim for their own mapping of human
DNA) but rather focuses the problems of definition onto the body, which is positioned as
the primary signifier of human identity. The human characters also define their humanity in
terms of a genetic integrity, but for them the body does not in and of itself denote
humanity. They position the body as the lesser term within a mind/body split which
demands that bodily impulses be regulated by social values. In Dawn, the newly awakened
humans draw upon the redundant ideologies of twentieth-century America to reconstruct
themselves as human in the face of the alien. The Oankali, however, do not recognize such
Cartesian dualism. In Xenogenesis, the body remains a contested signifier: it represents
both a genetic and a cultural 'text' that resists monological interpretations.” As living texts
the humans are not only 'read' by the Oankali, they are also re-written.

The assertion in Xenogenesis that human identity is genetically determined may flirt
with a dangerous reductivism, but it also generates dissenting perspectives within the
narrative. The Oankali biologism initiates a questioning of the nature of humanity, which is
made all the more urgent by the spectre of its permanent biological transformation. The
reproduction of hybrid human-Oankali children threatens a potential species extinction
which creates an anxiety about just what it means to be human. Is the category 'human' a
biological, psychological, cultural or historical identity? When does an individual cease to
be human, and what does s/he become? These questions invoke an exploration not only of
what lies outside the human (the animal, the machine, or the alien), but also of how the
identity 'human' can be universalized when it is also criss-crossed by differences of race,
gender, sex, sexuality, class, age, nationality, ethnicity, culture, language and so on. How
can such cultural diversity be encompassed, as the Oankali suggest, by an homogenous
human biology?

In opposition to the Oankali biologism, the surviving humans invoke a naturalist,
but equally essentialist, conception of their identity. Defining the difference between
themselves and the Oankali as an inviolable opposition, they nevertheless work to suppress
differences within, between and among humans that might complicate the binary between

the self and the alien. In Dawn the struggle for a distinct species identity focuses upon the
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role and nature of sexuality. The humans insist, at times violently, upon heterosexuality
(and the relation between sexual pleasure and reproduction) as a defining characteristic of
their nature as a two-sexed species. In contrast, the Oankali have three sexes (male, female
and Ooloi) and their sexuality involves three or five partners. Sexual contact is focused
upon pleasure not reproduction, which is engineered by the Ooloi in a special organ in
their body. Among the humans, deviation from the heterosexual norm is synonymous with
the non-human. The spectre of homosexuality haunts the inter-species group matings and
is constructed as potentially more threatening to 'human nature' than the aliens themselves.
When sexual differences between the humans are stripped of cultural, geographical or
historical specificity aboard the alien ship they are re-invested as signifiers of the truly

human.

'Alien Perversions': The Role of Sexuality in Defining Humanity

When Lilith has become accustomed to the Oankali's alienness, he (Jdahya) allows her to
join his family aboard the ship. The Oankali family has three parents (a male, a female and
an Ooloi) who form a unit with their children. The family is also an integral part of a2 much
larger kinship structure. When Lilith joins Jdahya's family her new name reflects this
complexity:

Dhokaaltediinjdahyalilith eka Kahguyaht aj Dinso. The Dho used as prefix
indicated an adopted non-Oankali. Kaal was a kinship group name. Then
Tediin's and Jdahya's names with Jdahya's last because he had brought her
into the family. Eka meant child. A child so young it literally had no sex - as
very young Oankali did not. [...] Then there was Kahguyaht's name. It was
her third "parent’ after all. Finally there was the trade status name. The
Dinso group was staying on Earth, changing itself by taking part of
humanity's genetic heritage, spreading its own genes like a disease among
unwilling humans...Dinso. It wasn't a surname. It was a terrible promise, a
threat. (Dawn, p.66)

In spite of her ambivalence about the Oankali Dinso, Lilith becomes a part of Jdahya's
family and develops a friendship with the Ooloi child Nikanj. When it asks her, she helps it
through its second metémorphosis and into adulthood. However, Lilith is unaware of the

nature of the relationship she has entered. Nikanj has bonded chemically with Lilith during
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metamorphosis, so that, even if she wants to, she will be physically unable to leave it for
more than a few days.

After a period of adjustment, Lilith is used by the Oankali to awaken other English-
speaking humans and accustom them to the alien-contact. When she enters the 'training
room' to awaken the first group of humans, Nikanj has already improved her strength,
memory and agility, and she is deeply bonded to it. Yet, in spite of her love for it, she
encourages human resistance and never abandons her desire to escape. Her repeated
advice to the humans (who are nevertheless suspicious of her relationship with the Oankali
and resentful of her leadership role) is learn and run'. In response to aggressive human
behaviour, Lilith ultimately aligns with the Oankali, but these associations remain complex,
guilty and always incomplete.

Predicting the men's greater hostility to her power, Lilith waits before awakening
them, choosing instead to awaken a woman because there will be 'no sexual tension'
(Dawn, p.132). She awakens potentially dangerous men only when she is able to
manipulate them into conventional heterosexual relationships, providing them with
someone to 'take care of' (Dawn, p.140). Her match-making displaces and contains
potential conflict, but it also prefaces an insistence on heterosexuality which structures the
formation of the newly awakened group. At stake in this compulsory heterosexuality is an
assertion of human identity as a two-sexed species. But it also signals an uneasiness in the
reconstruction of intra-human sexual and gender differences.

Judith Butler argues that, 'those bodily figures who do not fit into either gender fall
outside the human, indeed, constitute the domain of the dehumanized and the abject
against which the human itself is constituted.”® The domain of the abject is literally
represented in Dawn by the tri-sexual Oankali who exceed the terms of human gender and
thus threaten the 'natural' practices of sexuality and reproduction. The textual
overdetermination of human heterosexual coupling (which includes the attempted rape of
an uncooperative woman) is a violent response to this threat of dehumanization:

"What the hell is she saving herself for?' Jean was demanding. 'Tt's her
duty to get together with someone. There aren't that many of us left.’

Tt's my duty to find out where I am and how to get free,” Allison
shouted. 'Maybe you want to give whoever's holding us prisoner a human
baby to fool around with, but I don't.'

'We pair off!" Curt bellowed, drowning her out. 'One man, one
woman. Nobody has the right to hold out. It just causes trouble.'
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"Trouble for who!" someone demanded. (Dawn, pp.186-187)

In defending Allison, Lilith subjugates several men, provoking suspicion about her
strength. It is rumoured in the group that perhaps she is a man, or not really human at all.
Lilith's enhanced fighting ability and strength disrupt the common-sense biology of sexual
difference which identifies 'strength’ as a critical difference between men and women.

This mistaken (masculine) identity reveals the threat to human identity that
subtends such gender confusion, but it also has specific resonances in relation to the
historical representations of black women. In 1851, Sojourner Truth declared that she
could plough, plant, harvest and 'bear de lash' as well as any man. She challenged her
audience: 'And ain't I a woman?”” Truth's questioning remains a potent metaphor in
contemporary black feminist theory and is repeated in the titles of recent texts, including
bell hooks's Ain't I a Woman? (1982), and Denise Riley's Am I That Name? (1987).
Truth's demand shows gender to be a racialized category.”® In Xenogenesis, Butler
explores the ways in which the intersections between racial and gender identities inflect the
definitions of humanity.

Lilith tells the other humans in the room, 'Nobody here is property. Nobody has the
right to the use of anyone else's body [...]. We stay human. We treat each other like people'
(Dawn, p.188). Drawing from the rhetoric of both feminist and anti-slavery narratives in
her construction of human integrity, Lilith insists that the right to bodily self-determination
is fundamental to 'stay[ing] human'. Specifically, Lilith's intervention to stop this rape,
when earlier in the novel the Oankali did nothing to defend her from an attempted rape,
suggests that the right to sexual and reproductive self-determination is fundamental to her
definition of humanity.

It is this right that the Oankali most abuse. When the Ooloi enter the training room,
they each join a human couple, sedating them to subdue their xenophobic terror during
bonding. The Ooloi position themselves between the human partners (so that the humans
cannot touch) and stimulate their neural pathways to create a blaze of sensation, a sexual
simulation that causes the humans to scream out with the intensity of their pleasure. When
the Ooloi decrease their chemical control over the humans, however, this pleasure is
submerged beneath feelings of humiliation and enslavement, and the 'alien perversions'’ are

represented as the debasement of humanity (Dawn, p.203).
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This confusion of delight and disgust is familiar from Tiptree's fiction, and is a
central motif in other SF stories, such as those in the anthology Alien Sex (1990), which
address sexuality.”® C.L. Moore's 'Shambleau' (1933), for instance, which was one the
earliest SF representations of alien sexuality, also used the Medusa myth to evoke a
fascinated sexual horror, a 'perverted revulsion that clasped what it loathed [...] with
unnatural delight'.*’ In Dawn, the unnatural delight of alien sex makes Lilith 'perversely
eager' for the human-Oankali mating (Dawn, p.201). However, Butler's description of this
intimacy explores issues of power, consent, disgust and desire, which elicit feminist
debates about both pornographic (male) sexuality and the patriarchal misinterpretation of
women's consent.

When Nikanj approaches Lilith's lover Joseph for a second time it offers him a
choice about whether or not to touch (the first time he was drugged), Joseph repeatedly
says 'Nol', but Nikanj ignores Joseph's struggles and protests, telling him, "Your body has
made a different choice' (Dawn, p.199). In her review of Dawn, Rachel Pollack describes
this alien seduction as rape and objects to Butler's ambivalent presentation of the difference
between a verbal refusal and a bodily consent. She asks, 'isn't this precisely the fantasy of
so many rapists? That the woman really wants it, and only says no because of social
conditioning, that in fact she will be grateful and surrender with overwhelming passion to
the man who makes the decision for her?.*' Frances Bonner adds that for her the most
telling absence in Dawn is Nikanj's first seduction of Lilith, in which the power and gender
structures would mirror those of rape more starkly than this Ooloi-male seduction. Lilith's
positioning as a 'patient and interested' spectator (Dawn, p.199), watching Joseph and
Nikanj, suggests a complicity that, for Bonner, ensures that 'rape more easily masquerades
as seduction’.*?

This uneasiness about the meanings of consent, where desire may be stifled by
xenophobia or misplaced morality, is given an ironic twist, as Pollack notes, in that it is the
human (attempted) rapists who feel most violated by this alien sex:

'Look at things from Curt's point.of view, Gabriel said. 'He's not in
control even of what his own body does and feels. He's taken like a woman
and... No, don't explain!' He held up his hand to stop her from interrupting.
'He knows the ooloi aren't male. He knows all the sex that goes on is in his
head. It doesn't matter. It doesn't fucking matter! Someone else is pushing
all his buttons. He can't let them get away with that.' (Dawn, p.216)
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In spite of the fact that the Ooloi are not male and are known not to be, their sexual
precocity positions them in a masculine role, effectively feminizing their partner(s). The
defilement of 'mankind' is then interpreted as an emasculation: humanity is 'taken like a
woman'.

The rape motif is reconfigured by these responses so that at issue is not so much
the violation of sexual consent as the violation of sexual roles. The encounter between
humanity and the alien enacts a sexual repositioning that transgresses the binary either/or
of male or female, heterosexuality or homosexuality. The Oankali rape blurs the definitions
of human sexuality and dissolves the vital gender distinctions between sexualized positions.
In other words, the entrance of the Ooloi as a third term effectively throws the binary
models of gender and sexuality into confusion.

Donna Haraway expresses disappointment that this alien sex is not imagined as
more than a 'complexly mediated' heterosexuality, suggesting that 'in this critical sense,
Dawn fails in its promise to tell another story, about another birth, a xenogenesis’.** The
narrative insistence upon heterosexuality as the model for human-Oankali, as well as
human, bonding is, however, challenged by the children of this xenogenesis, who cannot be
contained within these sexual structures. The text repeatedly exposes and transgresses the
limits of the model of heterosexuality, whilst at the same time ensuring its centrality.

Butler's representation of the alien-contact as a reproduction involving five parents,
two male, two female and one Ooloi, cannot be contained within the "heterosexual
matrix'.* The erasure of the Ooloi from this group mating (the Ooloi can simulate 'touch'’
between the male and the female and 'disappear') is not enough to reconstitute this
sexuality as heterosexual. The sexual encounter is virtual(ly) heterosexuality but it
continues to be shadowed by the different sexual permutations that it only partially erases,
permutations which threaten to collapse the critical (sexual) difference between humanity
and the alien.

The focus on sexuality as the signifier of both human difference and human
vulnerability to alien pleasure confounds the hegemonic role of heterosexuality in defining
a distinctly human humanity. The alien embrace redefines gender within a non-binary, non-
hierarchical pattern which, through its disruption of heterosexual roles, suggests a
sexuality beyond either hetero- or homo-erotics. The alien exogamy troubles the

distinction between human and alien through the loss of ontological specificity during sex.



Polymorphous Futures 142

But through its evocation of a homosexual subtext, it also troubles intra-human sexual and
gender distinctions. Diana Fuss argues that homosexuality is rendered abject within a
heterosexual economy because it 'concentrates and codifies the very real possibility and
ever present threat of a collapse of boundaries, an effacing of limits, and a radical
confusion of identities'.** Like the alien sex, then, homosexuality threatens to confuse the
differences between men and women. But unlike this alien encounter, homosexuality is a
human alternative which challenges the definition of humanity as a heterosexual, two-
gendered species from within.

There are no homosexual characters in the Xenogenesis trilogy. Homosexuality
cannot be recognized as a sexual possibility for the humans because it blurs the boundaries
between human and alien sexual identities and practices. When Joseph is accused of being
a faggot, in response to his alignment with, and potential influence over, Lilith, the

evocation of such homosexual possibilities is swiftly suppressed by the text:

'One has decided he's something called a faggot' [...]
‘What is a faggot?' it asked.
She told it. (Dawn, pp.166-167)

The definition of homosexuality is closeted within and by the narrative. This forbidden
sexuality remains unspoken in the text as a disturbing but unutterable human perversion (a
perversion of humanity). In Adulthood Rites Lilith's second lover, Tino, experiences sexual
anxiety not about his lover's alienness but about his maleness:

He did not like Dichaan to touch him. It had taken Dichaan a while to
realize that this was not because Dichaan was Oankali, but because he was
male. He touched hands with or threw an arm around other Human males,
but Dichaan's maleness disturbed him. He had finally gone to Lilith for help
in understanding this.

"You're one of his mates,’ she had told him solemnly. 'Believe me, 'Chaan,
he never expected to have a male mate. Nikanj was difficult enough for him
to get used to.'

Dichaan didn't see that Tino had found it difficult to get used to
Nikanj. People got used to Nikanj very quickly. And in the long
unforgettable group matings, Tino had not seemed to have any difficulty
with anyone. Though afterward, he did tend to avoid Dichaan. (Rites,
p.179)

The transformations within this xenogenesis challenge the (human) exclusion of
homosexuality. These sexual possibilities continually return, 'rub[bing] up against the

hetero (tribadic style)' as the textual xenogenesis generates new and troubling identities.*®
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Becoming Alien: Beginning the Xenogenesis

In the training room the struggle to 'stay human' is explicitly focused on the macro- and
micro-structures of human social and biological organization. The resisting humans seek to
preserve both the originality of the human genome and the hegemony of human
heterosexuality against the corrupting Oankali 'touch’. The Oankali interpretation of
stimulated desire as consent is so devastating to human identities because it collapses these
social and biological structures to privilege the body over the intellect, and effectively
inverts the 'civilizing' trajectory of human 'progress'.

The genetic material gathered during these 'deep touches' is used to heal, to learn
and to generate the hybrid ‘construct’ species. Oankali reproduction does not follow from
'sex’ in any conventional (human) way, but humanity's loss of control in both processes
ensures their continued, if symbolic, association. The Ooloi create children by using a
special organ to combine the genetic material of four parents; a male and a female from the
Oankali and humanity. One child is then inserted into the human female and one into the
Oankali female in an alien revision of contemporary embryology.

At the end of Dawn, after Joseph has died, Nikanj tells Lilith that it has
impregnated her and that Joseph is one of the parents. Lilith is destined to be the first
human mother of a mixed human-Oankali child. But Lilith has not consented to this
pregnancy and experiences it as an invasion of her body. The fragile surfaces that exclude
the alien and identify Lilith as human have been violated. Her pregnancy is a literal
absorption of the 'other’ into the self, so that the child she will give birth to will be both
flesh of her flesh and an alien corruption of her humanity:

She stared down at her own body in horror. 'It's inside me and it isn't
human!' [...] Tt will be a thing. A monster. [...] That's what matters. You
can't understand, but that is what matters.'

Its tentacles knotted. 'The child inside you matters.’
(Dawn, pp.262-263)

Nikanj insists that only Lilith's words reject this pregnancy and that her body welcomes it.
But the final scene creates a disturbing conclusion to this first novel. Lilith is ultimately led
back to the Oankali, believing that her own humanity is lost'.

Butler anticipates this representation of pregnancy as a bodily invasion in an earlier

short-story in which she also explored the terms of interdependency between humans and



Polymorphous Futures 144

aliens. ‘Bloodchild' won the Nebula award in 1984 for its complex evocation of
dependency and revulsion in a cross-species birth.*” In the story a group of humans, who
have fled persecution on Earth, have settled on an alien planet where they are used by the
native Tlic as reproductive hosts for their embryos. The young hero, Gan, loves and is
loved by his Tlic who feeds his family her sterile eggs, which are both intoxicating and life-
enhancing. As the Tlic ambassador, T'Gator also protects the humans from the demands of
other Tlic who wish to breed them purely as incubators for their young. Gan is destined to
incubate T'Gator's eggs in his body, but on the eve of this implantation he witnesses the
horror of this alien birth:

His body convulsed with the first cut. [...] She found the first grub. It was
fat and deep red with his blood - both inside and out. [...] Paler worms
oozed to visibility in Lomas's flesh. I closed my eyes. It was worse than
finding something dead, rotting, and filled with tiny animal grubs. '

I had been told all my life that this was a good and necessary thing that Tlic
and Terran did together - a kind of birth. I had believed it until now. I knew
birth was painful and bloody, no matter what. But this was something else,
something worse. (pp.45-46)

The Tlic birth follows a paradigmatic trajectory of genre horror in which there is
first invasion and then resolution.*® The abject other is first incorporated into the body and
then expelled from it as the body is physically cleansed and sutured. In ‘Bloodchild', the
Tlic grubs are parasites within the human body, but they are also distinct from it and the
boundaries between the human and the alien are re-drawn after the birth. In contrast,
Lilith's pregnancy at the conclusion of Dawn constitutes a permanent erasure of the
boundary between humanity and the alien.

Butler has argued that her exploration of power in 'Bloodchild' has been
misinterpreted, causing 'some people [to] assume I'm talking about slavery when what I'm
really talking about is symbiosis.”*” That the relationship between the humans and the aliens
has been 'misread’ in terms that Butler did not intend, however, demonstrates the
ambivalences in these definitions of power. The Tlic need the humans to survive and the
humans need the protection of Tlic against others of their kind who want to use them as
breeders. In 'Bloodchild' the distinctions between slavery and symbiosis (as relations of
control and interdependency) are blurred by the demands of compromise and survival. The
structures of power refuse reification, and these slippages disturb the story, as they also

disturb the Xenogenesis trilogy.
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Lilith's response to her pregnancy echoes the ambivalent feelings of those women
slaves whose pregnancies were the result of forced matings or rape, and whose children
represented an increase in the white man's property. The potentialities of motherhood were
undoubtedly overwhelmed in slavery by the imperatives of white economic imperialism.
However, Hortense Spillers has argued that the most significant distortion of black
woman's maternity was not primarily economic or sexual but ontological:

Slavery did not transform the black female into an embodiment of carnality
at all, as the myth of the black woman would tend to convince us, nor,
alone, the primary receptacle of a highly-rewarding generative act. She
became instead the principal point of passage between the human and the
non-human world. Her issue became the focus of a cunning difference -

visually, psychologically, ontologically - as the route by which the dominant
male decided the distinction between humanity and ‘other'.*®

In Butler's science fiction this sexually inflected racism, which positions black women on
the borders of the human, is literalized as an alien maternity which is fraught with the
progressively unnatural possibilities of the 'other'. Dawn's xenogenesis promises a species
diversification that will construct humane beings, related to humanity, but no longer fully
human. Lilith's body is figured as the symbol of this transformation which represents the
interface between the two species, the place in which the designations of human and alien,
kin and other will fuse.

The second novel in the trilogy, Adulthood Rites, begins with the birth of the first
‘construct' male born to a human woman, Lilith. He is called Akin and the configurations
of his name signify his relations to his parents: he is kin but no longer the same, he is akin,
like. His name, like his body, also contains the memory of his heritage through which his
future role is revealed; Akin is Nigerian for hero.

He remembered much of his stay in the womb.

While there, he began to be aware of sounds and tastes. They meant
nothing to him, but he remembered them. When they recurred he noticed.

When something touched him, he knew it to be a new thing - a new
experience. The touch was first startling, then comforting. It penetrated his
flesh painlessly and calmed him. When it withdrew, he felt bereft, alone for
the first time. (Rites, p.3)

These foetal memories identify Akin's alienness even as they suggest his natural
gestation within a human womb. They also redirect the reader’s attention away from Lilith,

who functions as the undifferentiated foetal environment, towards the child itself. This
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perceptual shift was anticipated in the final pages of Dawn when Lilith was reminded that,
in spite of her horror or sense of loss it was 'the child inside' that mattered. The movement
between generations and species, from human woman to ‘construct' male, drives the
narrative, encouraging readers to identify with this hybrid child. But it also reflects the
changing emphasis in debates about reproductive rights in the 1980s which focused
cultural attention away from the mother and onto the child/foetus.’!

For Lilith this pregnancy constitutes the loss of her bodily integrity, as her womb
becomes the abjectified terrain from which an unhuman child will emerge. This alien
pregnancy evokes the agonies of the historical 'breeding' of black women, in which they
too were positioned on borders of the non-human. But she also prises open this rhetoric of
racism and reconstructs the fear of racial impurity to engender a truly alien birth as the
salvation for an over-specialized species. The structures of slavery subtend this birth, but
are inadequate to describe the resonances of this new 'miscegenation’, which celebrates
diversity as the promise and plenitude of life. If, in the Xenogenesis trilogy, Lilith's
maternity is constructed within the shadow of the slave mother, it is also cast through the

iconography of the Madonna.

Analogizing History: Xenogenesis as a Reconstruction of the African-American Past

In the second novel in the trilogy, Adulthood Rites, Lilith's role as the first mother is both
despised by the human resisters, who see her maternity as a confirmation of her species
treachery, and also, albeit implicitly, revered. Tino, Lilith's human lover in Adulthood
Rites, describes the image of Lilith nursing in quasi-religious terms, 'it made her look [...]
saintly. A mother. Very much a mother. And something else' (Rites, p.37). This
supplement, the 'something else', defies traditional binary categories of motherhood, which,
however elevated or disdained, cannot accommodate this new maternity. When Tino
arrives in the construct village, he believes Lilith to be, 'possessed of the devil, that she had
first sold herself, then Humanity', that she was, in her words, 'a second Satan or Satan's
wife' (Rites, p.48). Lilith's borderline humanity is characterized by the resister villagers in
biblical terms, and, like her predecessor and namesake, Adam's rebellious first wife, Lilith
is an unnatural mother whose gender, sexuality and humanity are challenged not confirmed

by her children.
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The construction of Lilith as a traitor to her species suggests the ways in which her
science-fictional reproduction echoes the predicaments of historical/mythical female
figures, such as Malintzin Tenepal, who have been used to signify the treachery of female
sexuality. Malintzin Tenepal was the mistress and advisor to the Spanish conqueror of
México, and is seen as the mother to the mestizo people. Cherrie Moraga writes that
Malintzin is 'slandered as La Chingada, meaning the "fucked one" [...]. Upon her shoulders
rests the full blame for the "bastardization" of the indigenous people of México.”™
However, unlike Malintzin, Lilith is not despised by her children. The final two novels in
the trilogy are related from the perspective of the 'constructs' for whom Lilith is not a
species traitor but the mother of a new humane humanity.

Stephanie Smith also identifies Lilith with the 'agonizing space of the mestiza' but
argues that Butler's text does not re-present this colonial history. She further challenges
Donna Haraway, who labels the cross-species reproduction in Xenogenesis a
'miscegenation’. Smith argues that this charged naming constitutes a 'terminological
slippage’ that 'not only trails a violent political history in the United States but is also
dependent on a eugenicist, genocidal concept of illegitimate matings'.”* The narrative of
Xenogenesis, however, does trail the violent history of 'miscegenation’ in the United
States. Haraway's provocative terminology accurately identifies these texts as both a
response to the African heritage in America and as a transcendence of that history in the
exploration of a progressive hybridity.”

‘Miscegenation' is a charged category in the history of black oppression in America,
evoking various violations of reproductive freedom and integrity, including rape, incest,
forced sterilization, forced pregnancies, lynching and murder, human experimentation, and
child abuse. The shadow of these abuses haunts the narrative of Xenogenesis when the
Oankali forcibly sterilize humans; clone genetic copies of the survivors (so that the humans
no longer 'own' their bodies); force non-consenting humans to accept intimate (sexual)
contact; and impregnate Lilith with an unwanted child. The narrative representation of this
inter-species reproduction is mediated by the memory of historical miscegenation, but it
does not repeat its values.

When Lilith is told about the Oankali ‘trade’ she misinterprets its nature by

attempting to equate it with humanity's own historical narratives:
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"You are traders?'

"Yes.'

'What do you trade?'

'Ourselves.’

"You mean...each other? Slaves?'

'No. We've never done that.'

‘What, then?'

'‘Ourselves.'

Tdon't understand.' (Dawn, p.23)
Lilith's misunderstanding not only draws attention to several structural features in the text
which have an explicit parallel in slavery, but also represents the ambivalence in their
repetition. In Dawn the humans are the powerless group, but in Adulthood Rites it is the
non-human 'construct’ protagonist who draws upon the conventions of the slave narrative
to describe his life among humans as a story of 'abduction, captivity and conversion' (Rites,
p.226).”° These redeployments of narrative style and historical analogy confuse simplistic
identifications of the powerful and the powerless to describe a 'miscegenation’ that distorts,
as it repeats, history.

Samuel Delany's representation of his own writing practice in the science fiction
and sword-and-sorcery genres offers a cogent model for an analysis of Butler's use of
history in the Xenogenesis trilogy. He describes his work as a textual reconfiguration of his

experience as a black gay man in contemporary America:

I'm talking about the experiential specificity of black life. If we - the black
writers - are writing directly about the black situation, we use this
experience directly. But if we are writing in a figurative form, as I am most
of the time with SF or sword-and-sorcery, we have to tease out the
structure from the situation, then replace the experimental [sic] terms with
new, or sometimes opaque, terms that nevertheless keep the structure
visible. The new terms change the value of the structure. Often they'll even
change its form. I think the figurative approach is more difficult, but it's the

best way to say something new.”’

Butler's Xenogenesis trilogy draws upon the structures of African-American
experience but redefines the values and the possibilities of these structures for the future.
The confrontation with the alien challenges the artificial differences between human and
alien, self and other. But in its recognition and repetition of the hybridity of history, the

narrative also challenges and exposes the differences between and within humanity itself.
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The transformation of humanity in a symbiotic relationship with the 'other’, the 'alien’,
creates a new future through its constructive re-membering of the past.

When Lilith interprets the Oankali heritage of multiple divisions and diverse
matings as a loss of history, arguing that future generations will 'remember this division as
mythology if they remember it at all', she is told that 'memory of a division is passed on
biologically' (Dawn, pp.36-37). Adele Newson points out the particular resonance of this
somatic memory when read against the African heritage in America. She argues that
Lilith's concern 'echoes the history or nonhistory of the African in America, who was
forced to mix genes and robbed of a history'.”® The new 'miscegenation’ between humans
and Oankali does not repeat the cultural (or physical) violence of that historical
miscegenation but guarantees an historical consciousness by inscribing memory within the
flesh.

The relationship between the body and the memory, as a representation of
personal and cultural history, is a recurrent theme in the work of many African-American
women writers. Butler's representation differs from other depictions of this relationship,
however, in that this science-fictional body does not bear its history as a sickness or a scar
as, for instance, Alice Walker's Meridian or Toni Morrison's Sethe must. The construct
children are physically nourished from the time of their birth by the memory of their
multiple parentage. The human-Oankali people have their history inscribed within their
DNA and their promise to the future is that they will not, cannot, forget their past.

Butler represents this future transformation in a narrative replete with historical
echoes, in which the relationship between the Oankali and the humans evokes the power
structures of human slavery, colonization and eugenics. She is neither nostalgic about the
heroism of the past nor utopian about the possibilities of rewriting history in the future.
She identifies a relationship between present, past and future which is fraught with
complexity. In her earlier novel, Kindred (1979), she used the motif of time-travel to
explore this complexity and to place her heroine, Dana, in direct confrontation with the
reality of historical slavery.”® The use of this motif meant that Kindred, of all Butler's
novels, was not given the label 'science fiction'. Butler was forced to publish the book as
mainstream fiction and did not receive the publicity she had expected Kindred to generate
within the science fiction world.*® Although not classified as a science-fiction device, the

narrative strategy which geographically and temporally uprooted Dana to move her from
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1970s Los Angeles to nineteenth-century Maryland, paralleled the displacements of slavery
itself. Time-travel also features in the Xenogenesis trilogy where the suspended animation
pods aboard the alien vessel disrupt the humans' sense of time so that they awaken in a
new historical moment.

The sense of temporal distortion in both texts mirrors that of the ‘Middle Passage’
which transported Africans from their indigenous conceptions of time into Western
Christian history. In Dawn the humans are similarly shipped from Earth. Their bodies are
chemically marked by individual Oankali Ooloi (who in this way claim the humans as their
family) and they are delivered to the 'New World' (which the Oankali have reconstructed
from the nuclear wasteland of old Earth, and which they will finally strip to rock when they
leave). The humans' journey therefore traces the movement (if not the brutality) of the
‘Middle Passage' and reflects the cultural trauma of the transition from 'human' to ‘slave'.
Hortense Spillers suggests that this historical transition constituted a loss of both spatial
and temporal specificity that ‘culturally "unmade" the captives. She argues that:

Those African persons in the ‘Middle Passage' were literally suspended in
the ‘oceanic’ [...] but they were also nowhere at all. Inasmuch as, on any
given day, we might imagine, the captive personality did not know where
s/he was, we could say that they were the culturally 'unmade’, thrown in the

midst of a figurative darkness that 'exposed' their destinies to an unknown
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The cultural 'unmaking' within Dawn does not, as slavery did, deny individuality to render
people as property, but works to transform human identity through the xenogenesis.
Butler's narrative retraces the passage of the historical diaspora to describe humanity's
deconstruction as a progressive stage in the creation of a hybrid species to whom the
brutality and racism that supported historical slavery will be utterly alien.

In Kindred, this 'cultural unmaking' draws out the continual fusion of, as well as
the distinctions between, the past and the present. Dana is transported through time so that
she can save the life of her white, slave-owning ancestor. The genetic and historical
relationships between this black woman and this white man, as well as their shared
ambivalent expressions of love, power and hafred, demonstrate the complex inter-
connectedness of gendered and racial experience in the United States. Dana saves Rufus as
a child, but kills him as a man when he tries to rape her. Through her time-travel, she

experiences a glimpse of an oppositional history of everyday survival which is otherwise
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submerged beneath the official (mainly white) documentation of slavery. But Dana can
never be more than a twentieth-century alien in that past. Missy Dehn Kubitschek identifies
the confrontation with history in Kindred as paradigmatic of African-American women's
writing, which represents a 'tripartite pattern of deciding to excavate history, then
accumulating knowledge, and finally reinterpreting it for a forward-looking perspective'.®*

Butler's Xenogenesis trilogy evokes a similar 'tripartite pattern’, drawin g upon
historical narratives and reinterpreting them within a future context. More specifically, the
narrative invocations of African-American history present a potentially homeopathic
reworking that imbibes the violent structures of the past to create something new. The
homeopathic principle of 'same suffering’, in which a dilution of the causes of illness is
administered to remedy the disease, is transcribed in these texts as the wounds of history
are relieved by their diluted re-presentation as SF.% Butler's reiteration of contemporary
discourses, especially those of genetic and reproductive science and politics, similarly
interrogates and teases out the structures of these ideologies, to present them as a modern
history which shadows this future 'miscegenation'.

However, by situating these terms within the purely organic environment of the
Oankali ship, Butler erases the (venture) capitalist orientation of today's decidedly
inorganic technology. In this way she might be seen to effect an opposite transformation
from the one which Andrew Ross attributes to the cyberpunks of the same period. Rather
than making 'the ecosphere becom[e] technosphere' as Ross claims William Gibson does,
Butler's trilogy envisages an alternative world in which the technosphere becomes
ecosphere.®*

This is not to suggest that these texts present an environmentalist utopia which
denies the hegemony of late capitalism. Butler has disparaged utopias as 'ridiculous’,
arguing that 'we're not going to have a perfect human society until we get a few perfect
humans, and that seems unlikely'.** The Xenogenesis trilogy biologically constructs 'perfect
humans' through a progressive hybridity which values diversity and 'miscegenation’ rather
than purity and stasis. But the process of this transformation engages in a non-utopian
struggle in which the relations of power and powerlessness, consent and coercion,

resistance and compromise are all negotiated within the substitute world of the alien ship.
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Polymorphous Futures: The Problems and Possibilities of the Final Transformation

The final novel in the Xenogenesis trilogy, Imago, represents a different passage, a
metamorphosis from 'construct' to Ooloi that signals the consummation of this new
species. Hoda Zaki has expressed disappointment that this concluding novel does not fulfil
its promise to describe the struggles of the all-human community established on Mars in
Adulthood Rites. She suggests that this narrative absence reveals the limitations of what
she sees as Butler's essentialist position which, she asserts, cannot conceive of an
autonomous and progressive human society.®® But the narrative of Jmago does not avoid
the tensions that rupture this xenogenesis. The creation of the 'construct’ Ooloi challenges
the imaginative constraints upon the text, pushing against the premises that define its
limits. The narrative assumptions behind the deployment of essentialisms, and the
continued domination of heterosexuality within this xenogenesis, are ultimately
contradicted by the fantastical figure which it generates.

Imago, unlike the previous novels, is a first person narrative in which Jodahs, the
construct' Ooloi, relates its quest for identity and self-knowledge directly to the reader.
This textual intimacy invites the reader to identify directly with this new subjectivity, and
establishes an empathetic bond with the ultimate 'other’. Jodahs is an accidental Ooloi. As a
child (eka) it was accorded a nominal sexual status as male, an identity that subtends and
belies its androgynous status even after metamorphosis. The convention of 'sexing' children
in construct families is a contrivance intended to appease human expectations of sex (in
reality the eka does not know its sex until metamorphosis). But it is a cultural residue that
infects the narrative, resisting its representation of a new gender by echoing familiar codes.
The dynamics of 'construct' sexual identification are performed within a rigidly
heterosexual model which is woefully inadequate to 'gender' this extraordinary creature.

This inadequacy is dramatized when Jodahs begins to make sexual contact with
humans. When it is with a woman it changes its shape in response to her desires,
transforming itself into 'a male version of her' (Imago, p.79). Conversely, when it is with a
human male it grows breasts, developing a 'distinctly Human female appearance’ (Imago,
p.95). However, this polymorphous response to human heterosexuality cannot be
sustained. Jodahs presents a narrative dilemma that this text cannot answer, "'What would

happen to me when I had two or more mates?' (Imago, p.92).
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When Jodahs begins 'his’ metamorphosis into an Ooloi, 'his' Ooloi parent explains
the processes of sex:

Tshould have noticed this,' it said aloud. 'I should have ...
constructed you to look very male - so male that the females would be
attracted to you and help convince you that you were male. Until today, I
thought they had.' (Imago, p.18)

For the construct children, sex is not biologically predetermined. They achieve a sexual
essence' initially through a biological ‘construction’ which simulates a male or female
appearance. This superficial sexual identity is then confirmed through the play of
heterosexual desire. Heterosexuality regulates gender which in turn produces the
appropriate sexual features in metamorphosis. Jodahs's male appearance was intended to
effect an economy of heterosexual desire that would then prompt a congruous sexual
metamorphosis, but this did not happen. 'His' identification with Nikanj overrode this
social imperative.

Physical sex does not constitute the natural ground upon which appropriately
gendered behaviour is based, but a latterday construction that follows heterosexual
socialization.”’ This inversion challen ges the previous textual essentialisms (both the
Oankali's biologism and the human's naturalism) to suggest that the relationship between
essentialist and constructionist models is itself potentially symbiotic. The explicit focus
upon the processes of sexual acquisition in Imago points towards a textual deployment of
essentialisms which explores rather than precludes the role of construction. As
biotechnologies claim greater powers to shape our genetic essence, Butler's narrative
suggests the ways in which ‘essence’ might itself constitute a retrospective cultural
construction.

Jodahs's 'essence’, the single organelle that constitutes its Oankali heritage,
stimulates desire for reconstruction, knowledge and change. This essence is not inert but,
like the 'Human Contradiction', indicates the material conditions which enable and constrict
its transformation. Like the humans, Jodahs must achieve self-knowledge and self-control
to prevent its own destruction. Its polygenetic body has the power to heal or to harm and
often injures the things it instinctively desires to touch. Jodahs must continually observe its
own actions, enacting a self-awareness that the 'Contradiction’ necessitates for the humans

on Mars.
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In interview, Butler argues that for human beings, 'it's less a matter of being
programmed for self-destruction than it is that self-destruction occurs because we're not
willing to go beyond that principle [...]. We can, in fact we do, individually. And if we
know we are like that, we ought to be able to go beyond it'.%® This frustration with
recurrent self-destructive behaviour (whether or not that behaviour is characterized in
biologist or naturalist terms) reformulates the dilemma that Tiptree posed for feminism in
‘Houston, Houston, Do You Read?" if an intellectual recognition of the structures (of
sexism, racism, or hierarchicalism) is not enough, then how might a progressive politics
challenge the investment that sustains the status quo? Butler's science fiction begins by
teasing out the structures that support sexism and racism (in and beyond SF) and then,
paralleling the model suggested by Samuel Delany, reformulates the values and forms of
these structures to allow new relationships and possibilities.

Jodahs is a healer who is able to re-generate limbs, change shape, sustain life and
give pleasure. This transformative power has been generated by the Oankali manipulation
of cancer cells, a human disease which they value as a special gift and a treasured tool. In
Imago the alien reconfiguration of the structures of cancer presents a progressive
alternative to the human fear of mutation and refusal to risk change. Jodahs's mates, Jesusa
and Tomas, are deformed by the growths of malignant cancers which are both disabling
and deadly. Their disease is the result of incestuous breeding which marks humanity's
desperate desire to conceive 'pure’ children, free from the taint of inter-species
‘miscegenation’.

Butler's manipulation of the metaphorics of pathology in Xenogenesis can be read
against Susan Sontag's identification of the science-fictional metaphors of cancer. Sontag
argues that:

One standard science-fiction plot is mutation, either mutants arriving from
outer space or accidental mutations among humans. Cancer could be
described as a triumphant mutation, and mutation is now mainly an image
for cancer.”

The Oankali and the xenogenesis are perceived precisely as cancerous mutations by the
human resisters. But in Xenogenesis humanity's aggressive resistance is identified as the
more dangerous pathology. The resister communities' destructive over-specialization is

contrasted with the multiple mixings of the Oankali heritage. In their celebration of
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difference and change, the Oankali have found beauty and possibility in the patterns of the
tumours. For Lilith, cancer is a disease that has killed her foremothers and represents her
deadly genetic heritage (a genetic memory within her body). But the Qankali reconstruct
this genetic memory, reconfiguring its codes to realize its potential as a source of
transformation, empathy and healing.

The Oankali orchestration of the structures of cancer provides a potent metaphor
for Butler's writing practice in the Xenogenesis trilogy. By drawing from the structures of
the American past, in which slavery represents the cancer shadowing the present, Butler
transforms the cultural memories of atrocity and brutality into an exploration of difference
and xenophobia. She invokes African-American history, but her re-presentations of these
experiences are curative, a homeopathic response to a painful past. Audre Lorde connects
the experiences of illness and racial oppression as horrors which must be confronted and
overcome: 'Racism. Cancer. In both cases, to win the aggressor must conquer, but the
resisters need only survive.”’

Butler's reworking of the past does not constitute an utopian recycling of history
that suppresses the dangers or the horrors of the structures it draws from. The short-story,
'The Evening and the Morning and the Night' (1987), which is contemporaneous with the
Xenogenesis trilogy, describes a reconstruction of cancer which has violently inverse
effects.”’ The narrative describes Druyea-Gode disease (a condition that Butler has
extrapolated from a number of already existing illnesses) which is the tragic side-effect of a
miraculous cure for cancer. DGD' causes its victims to transform themselves, not through
new abilities, but by pulling out their fingers, toes and eyes, and tearing off their skin. The
wonder drug, referred to as 'the magic bullet', attacked the cancer cells in the body but, in
this offensive, generated new horrors. This allopathic confrontation between the disease
and the cure did not attempt to transform the structures of the illness, but simply to
obliterate them. In contrast, the Oankali rewriting of cancer, like Butler's rewriting of
slavery and miscegenation, acknowledges the complexities of those structures and aims to
redirect them rather than erase them, either from the body or the memory.

Fredric Jameson argues that a distinctive feature of science fiction is that it
potentially allows narratives to break through to history in a new way, 'achieving a
distinctive historical consciousness by way of the future rather than the past; and becoming

conscious of our present as the past of some unexpected future, rather than as the future of
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a heroic national past'.”” In the Xenogenesis trilogy, as Donna Haraway argues, the
narrative foregrounds stories of 'captivity and conquest and non-originality' in order to
create a 'New World' which has 'a different set of stories attached to it'.”” These different
stories not only reshape history, which is shown to be a polymorphous narrative, but, by
doing so, allow for different configurations of the present and the future.

Jodahs's permanent self-fashioning suggests its transcendence of the gendered and
racial terms of human 'otherness’. But its performative morphology also locates this
dissident identity within an African cultural heritage. Jodahs's shape-shifting talents are
evocative of Anyanwu, the immortal, black heroine of Butler's Wild Seed, who is based on
the Ibo legend of Atagbusi.”® In this way, the ultimate incarnation of this new humanity

reaches through history and myth to promise a polymorphous future.
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6._The Futures of Feminist Science Fiction

You've got to the point where you see the end, where everything collapses
on you. You say, 'we're going to destroy patriarchy' - and then, no more
stories. You say, 'we're going to become ungendered' - and then, no more
stories. That's where all the stories end. [...] And to me, the problem is that
the project [of feminist science fiction] comes to an end, and yet the
problems go on.

Gwyneth Jones, May 1995.’

In April 1985, The Women's Press became the first and only publisher in Britain or
America to introduce a specifically feminist science fiction series to its list. Under the
editorship of Sarah Lefanu, the Press signalled its aim to 'publish science fiction by women
and about women; to present exciting and provocative feminist images of the future that
will offer an alternative vision of science and technology, and challenge the male
domination of the science fiction tradition itself. The Press envisaged that the series would
challenge the gender associations of the genre by encouraging, 'more women both to read
and to write science fiction, and give the traditional science fiction readership a new and
stimulating perspective'.?

This agenda highlighted the feminist possibilities of the science fiction genre, as it
also acknowledged its entrenchment within a perceived masculinist aesthetic. The Press
sought to challenge this misconstruction of the genre by publishing women's science fiction
texts that had been allowed to go out of print. By reprinting major works of feminist
science fiction, for instance, Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Herland (1915), which had never
before appeared in novel form, and Russ's The Female Man (1975), which had not
previously been published in Britain, the Press aimed to establish a feminist tradition in the
genre.’ They also sought to develop the field by publishing the work of new writers (for
instance Margaret Elphinstone and Jane Palmer) and by printing works by established
authors who were not always associated with science fiction (for instance Josephine
Saxton and Rhoda Lerman).* This intervention into the field effectively produced a body of
texts which were identified as feminist science fiction. It also arguably fulfilled its aim to
introduce SF to more women readers, and to introduce feminist SF to more science fiction
readers.” However, this success was not sustained, and in 1994, less than ten years after it

was introduced, the feminist science fiction series was dissolved.®
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Kathy Gale, the present publishing director of The Women's Press, argues that the
main challenge the series faced was in identifying and sustaining its potential readership.
Critical response, she maintains, was excellent, ‘but good sales were difficult to achieve
because many women felt alienated from the concept of sf and many sf readers didn't
expect to find sf books at The Women's Press'.” For Gale then, the feminist science fiction
series failed both commercially and politically in its aim to disrupt the gendered
associations of the genre. She suggests that for readers of The Women's Press 'the concept
of sf' still evokes a stereotypical image of masculinized space opera that the intervention of
feminist writers and feminist publishers has not sufficiently dislodged.

The Women's Press still publishes women writers who, in Gale's words 'could be
classified that way' (as science fiction writers), but she adds 'we find it a much more
successful policy to publish them as literary writers [...] so we don't signal sf on copy or
covers and we aim at very strong mainstream, women's, feminist, as well as specialist sf
publicity’. Citing Octavia Butler and Suzy McKee Charnas as two writers who have
benefitted from the erasure of the letters 'sf' from their books, she states that 'we achieve
much higher sales for them and break them out to a much broader readership'. This erasure
of genre specificity, which effectively side-steps the resistance to 'the concept of sf', is
presented as an advantage for both the writer and the readers of feminist science fiction.
This does not mean that The Women's Press does not promote genre fiction: they were,
when Gale wrote to me in January 1995, 'heavily promoting [their] crime fiction'. They
also retain various other categories on their list, including biography and autobiography,
lesbian fiction and non-fiction, and fiction and non-fiction by black women and women of
colour. Only science fiction has been absorbed into the general category of literary fiction'.

The problems that The Women's Press faced in identifying a readership for their SF
series may reflect specifically upon their own editorial and marketing policies, which had
been criticized in 1989 as 'ideologically sound but, aesthetically speaking, deeply naive'.®
However, the genre's decided unpopularity among the Press's feminist readers does raise
certain questions about the interaction of feminism and science fiction, and the future
identification of feminist SF within the genre. If feminist writers, critics and publishers have
not succeeded in their aim to 'challenge male domination of the science fiction tradition'
does this force a revision of the relationship between feminism and SF: perhaps even

divorce? Should critics follow The Women's Press in categorising feminist SF primarily as
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feminist writing and overlook its generic associations? And if so, what are the
consequences of this strategy, not only for textual practice but also for feminist
articulations and critiques of science and technology?’ In other words, what are the wider
implications, if, in the 'technoculture' of the fin de siécle, women feel 'alienated' from a
fiction which represents feminist speculation about humanity's technologized future?

Since what we might ironically term the 'Golden Age' of the 1970s, feminist SF has
retained a problematic status. Critics have argued that in the 1980s the mode became
nostalgic and exhausted. Josephine Saxton, for instance, claims that 'anything of
importance that women have to say about being women, through SF, has already been said
by Joanna Russ, Ursula Le Guin, Tiptree Junior, Marge Piercy and a few others".'® This
final chapter addresses these concerns to explore the ways in which contemporary feminist
writers are engaging the science fiction genre. A number of significant women writers have
become prominent in the field in recent years, including Octavia Butler (although her
writing career began in the 1970s), Gwyneth Jones, Pat Cadigan and Melissa Scott. These
writers draw from and develop the project of feminist SF to continue, but also to critique,
earlier representations of gender politics. Their fiction constructs gender as a political
category which cannot be disentangled from other technological and social aspects of
embodiment. In this way their work implicitly reflects and enriches the development of
feminist theory as, in Donna Haraway's words, a 'cyborg politics'.

Haraway's metaphor, which articulates the potentiality of feminist theory through a
science-fictional image, constitutes a structuring motif for this concluding chapter. The
cyborg figures a transgression of the boundaries which sustain gendered and racial
categories, but it also threatens the frontier between the human and its others. Feminist SE
has persistently deconstructed the distinctions between humans and animals, humans and
aliens, and humans and machines. Russ, Tiptree and Butler all questioned the stability of
these constructions, and I would suggest that these explorations ground the more recent
work of Jones, Cadigan and Scott.

The relationships between feminist SE in the 1970s and the more recent fictions of
the 1980s and '90s also need to be contextualized within the theoretical debates about the
generic position of feminist SF. Feminist critics have challenged the genre status of this
work, to question its identification as either science fiction or feminist. Marleen Barr, for

instance, has argued that 'SF is not feminist', and she attempts to eradicate the taint of
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genre from these works."' Joan Gordon, on the other hand, asserts that the difficulty for
the feminist movement in SF lies not so much in the masculinism of the genre, as in the
unadventurousness of its feminist politics.'> Read against each other, these contradictory
critical positions might generate new ways in which to approach the interface between

feminism and science fiction which characterizes this literature.

Feminist Science Fiction as Feminist Fabulation

The Women's Press's reclassification of feminist SF was prompted by commercial
considerations, but it also reflects a critical trend within academic studies, in which the
boundaries between popular and literary genres are being contested. Mainstream critics of
postmodernist fiction, such as Brian McHale and Fred Pfeil, have represented the
interactions between postmodern and science fiction as indicative of a collapse in those
generic distinctions.”> However, as Roger Luckhurst points out, the postmodern
integration of 'high’ and 'low' cultures implicitly reinforces that categorization by evading,
rather than erasing, those boundaries, 'and by evading [them], reinscrib[ing] their effects'.*
McHale, for instance, characterizes science fiction as ‘postmodernism's non-canonized or
"low-art" double, its sister genre'.'” The feminized metaphor signals the intimacy of this
relationship whilst also invoking a gendered equation to imply science fiction's literary
inferiority. The theorization of the relationship between SF and the mainstream, and
specifically canonized postmodernism, is also, though, a significant feature of recent work
by critics within the science fiction field. The invention of new terms, such as Veronica
Hollinger's 'specular SF' or Bruce Sterling's 'slipstream’, testifies to the need to articulate
the similarities and convergences, as well as the differences, between marginalized and
mainstream literatures."®

Marleen Barr has approached this debate from a feminist critical perspective to
suggest that feminist SF in particular should be distanced from the connotations of literary
inferiority inherent in this genre identification.-She argues that feminist SF should be
redefined within a 'supergenre of women's writing' that she names 'feminist fabulation'.!” In
the introduction to this thesis I outlined some of the problematic consequences of this
erasure of genre specificity, including the way in which, to distinguish her field, Barr

reduces science fiction to its lowest (pre-feminist) common denominator: unreconstructed
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space opera. Barr's proposal can thus be positioned as the academic counterpart to The
Women's Press's abdication of genre.

Barr's argument is also concerned with issues of readership, but she focuses her
attention exclusively upon feminist academia. It is this audience that she hopes to
introduce to the texts of feminist fabulation. In her essay 'Positioning Feminist Science
Fiction within Feminist Fabulation: Octavia Butler and James Tiptree Do Not Write About
Zap Guns' (which perhaps in Tiptree's case is debatable), Barr outlines the effectiveness of
revising the classification of these authors:

When Butler, Tiptree, and their colleagues are no longer stigmatized by the
label science fiction they will no longer be literary aliens. [...] Isolation as a
subgenre, not absorption into a larger literary whole, has been and will
continue to be fatal to feminist science fiction.'®

Barr's lack of theoretical rigour means that the terms of this absorption remain
problematic within her thesis. Her claim, for example, that all feminist SF, newly defined as
feminist fabulation, should be recognized as part of the postmodern canon, is a palpable
distortion of the field. And, although certainly polemical, is it not misleading to suggest
that a continued association with its generic roots will be 'fatal’ to feminist science fiction?
Does this genre status inevitably lead to the suppression or trivialization of these texts in
academic scholarship? One American reviewer, commenting on Barr's Lost in Space,
suggested that, 'the very works Barr examines are, for the most part, still in print, still
being taught on plenty of university courses, and consequently are far from languishing in
oblivion'."” Even within a British context, in which universities have not traditionally
recognised science fiction studies, there are signs of change.

The Foundation survey of 1993, which the editors observed was 'unlikely to
contain a full list of all science fiction courses in the UK' listed eighteen institutions
teaching science fiction texts.”® Feminist science fiction was included in many of the
courses, at both postgraduate and undergraduate levels. Significantly, however, feminist
science fiction was also taught on courses entitled, 'Women's Writing' and "Women in
Literature' which would suggest that at least some texts are achieving academic
recognition outside the genre. The inclusion of feminist science fiction in such courses is, I
would suggest, becoming more, and not less, common as literary studies is itself redefined

by the expansion of cultural studies in the field.
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Barr's claim that, within the academy, the label science fiction is especially
misrepresentative and damaging to feminist or women's writing seems to be
unsubstantiated. But the implications of this assertion surely demand that feminists should
focus critical attention upon the gendered discrepancies of such exclusion, rather than
abandoning (space)ship, women and children first.

Barr either does not recognise the increased visibility of feminist SF in academia or
(quite rightly) judges such change to be insufficiently radical. However, her own critique
of the suppression of feminist SF ironically perpetuates this marginalization. Barr asserts
that "feminist theory (where it does not ignore feminist SF) very often views feminist SF as
an unknown, terrifying, monstrous space and considers it to be mad, improper, unclean’.”!
This hyperbolic characterization repeatedly references the work of 'mainstream’ feminist
critics, but Barr neither addresses, nor acknowledges, the work of feminist science fiction
critics to nearly the same degree. Nan Albinski, Angelika Bammer, Sarah Lefanu, Natalie
Rosinsky and Thelma Shinn, all of whom have written books about feminist science
fiction, feminist speculative fiction or feminist utopias, are noticeably absent from the
bibliographies of Feminist Fabulation and Lost in Space - as are the number of women
who regularly contribute to Science Fiction Studies (including the co-editor Veronica
Hollinger), Extrapolation and Foundation.

This lack of acknowledgement may be strategic, potentially reinforcing Barr's
polemic that feminist SF has not received scholarly attention because its generic
identification connotes literary inferiority. The category ‘feminist fabulation' would evade
this censure by asserting the affinity between mainstream and science fiction feminisms. It
effectively inverts the arguments for genre specificity, asserted by SF critics. Samuel
Delany, for instance, claims that the generic inter-textuality of science fiction necessitates
that individual texts be read within and against the genre, and that a reader’s familiarity
with other SF narratives will affect their interpretation of the individual text.?

Barr, in contrast, implicitly asserts that the primary identification is determined not
by genre, but by gender, or at least gender politics. She argues that feminist SF must be
read within and against the larger fields of feminist and women's writing, rather than
against non-feminist works. This promotion of inter- as opposed to intra-generic
associations is a provocative articulation of the need to transgress the restrictions of

literary categorization. Barr's identification of feminist SF's heritage (the 'modernist
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mothers' of ‘postmodernist daughters') beyond the genre, suggests how this extended
context influences the feminist movement in science fiction. Feminist fabulation also
connects those writers whose work borders on science fiction, or draws from its motifs, to
those working in the genre itself.

One writer whose oeuvre transgresses genre definitions is Marge Piercy, whose
writing includes poetry, political essays, and historical, romantic and confessional novels,
as well as science fiction. Piercy's most recent SF novel, Body of Glass (1992) - published
as He, She and It (1991) in the USA - exemplifies feminist science fiction's engagement
with other theoretical and literary texts.” In Body of Glass the science fiction text is drawn
into dialogue with the Jewish legend of the Golem. These historical and SF narratives are
thus interwoven to suggest a relationship between the religio-mystical figure of the Golem
and the techno-metaphorical figure of the cyborg. This association identifies the cyborg
with, and contextualizes it within, an historical struggle for freedom against ethnic
intolerance and sexual oppression. It also demonstrates the feminist reinscription of
discourses which Barr sees as characterizing feminist fabulation.

Piercy directly supports this categorization and describes Barr's project as a
'mission of rescue’ for stigmatized texts. In the foreword to Barr's Lost in Space she
describes the negative implications of the label science fiction upon both the commercial
and critical reception of her own work:

If you doubt the fear of that label, when my novel He, She and It won the
Arthur C. Clark award for the best work of science fiction published in the
United Kingdom, my American publisher would not sticker the books for
fear winning this prize would actually hurt sales. You don't want it shelved
among science fiction, she said. Indeed, of all my novels this one - one of
the most ambitious and complex - received the fewest reviews in the
feminist press, because of its genre.*

These arguments suggest that, as The Women's Press concluded, the label science fiction
reduces the potential audience for these works. In spite of its status as a popular form, it
would seem that in the publishing market, the genre confers neither popularity nor
respectability onto women's writing. Barr's definition of feminist fabulation might
overcome this commercial sti gma, but as an academic category its all-inclusiveness renders

it overly diffuse.
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As a critical category, feminist fabulation might enable an analysis of the
interactions between feminist theory and feminist fiction, which I would suggest are
intrinsic to the movement of feminism in SF. The category of feminist fabulation, as Barr
presents it, initiates a trans-genre critical practice by evading feminist SF's own generic
history. But generic specificity need not be lost in the formation of connections between
feminist SF and other feminist fictions which draw from the motifs of horror, fantasy,
science fiction, utopia or dystopia to represent the potentialities or actualities of women's
lives. As a critical category, feminist fabulation mi ght constitute a mosaic of feminist
imaginative writing, which acknowledges the relationships between and within different
generic forms.

Just as the critical designation of fabulation transgresses the limitations of
particular genres, so the articulations of feminism should also address the multiple
perspectives within its radical discourses. As black feminists and (in response) white
postmodern feminists have asserted, expressions of gender are inevitably inflected by a
network of other identificatory practices and positions. Feminist theory must, like
fabulation, also risk a proliferation of voices if it is to recognize the provocative
interconnections between diverse progressive movements.

The fiction of Russ, Tiptree and Butler challenges conventional genre codings, but
it also challenges the discourses of contemporary 1970s and 1980s feminist theory.
Feminism does not just inform these works, it is actively constituted as the raw material for
their fabulations. These writers precipitate and anticipate feminist theory, presenting in
Donna Haraway's terms a 'potent fusion' that deconstructs the generic distinction between
theory and fiction.” This interaction generates new discursive possibilities for the

theorizations of feminist science fiction, and the science-fictionalization of feminist theory.

The Science Fictionalization of Theory

Istvan Csicsery-Ronay, Jr describes the collapse of the theory/fiction divide in science
fiction as an expression of postmodernism. He argues that:

SF has ceased to be a genre of fiction per se, becoming instead a mode of
awareness about the world, a complex, hesitating orientation toward the
future. The SF condition requires a form of theoretical reflection that
breaks down the boundaries between theoretical discourse and SF.%¢
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As the proliferation of technologies transforms the present into a science-fictional
hyperreality, unable to envisage its own future, SF is increasingly represented as a
contemporary zeitgeist. Csicsery-Ronay asserts that SF is a privileged discourse in
postmodernism because, after the 'catastrophic failure of traditional humanistic thought,
SF is the only form of literature capable of 'mirroring reality’.?’ Drawing upon the work of
Baudrillard and Haraway he demonstrates that their theoretical discourses reflect what he
terms the 'science fictionalization of theory’. He argues that Donna Haraway's work,
especially the 'Manifesto for Cyborgs'":

[...] describes a context that is so radically transformed and alien to the
comforting essentialist categories of the dominant form of theoretical
discourse, or the hyper-abstract categories of most post-structuralist
theory, that it fulfils the most rigorous conditions of cognitive
estrangement, while attempting rigorously to describe the real. [...]
'Manifesto’ is, to my mind, a work of SF.?

Csicsery-Ronay's incisive analysis deliberately ignores the 'feminist aspect[s]' of
Haraway's 'Manifesto'. Justifying this exclusion, he quotes Haraway's comment that, for
the cyborg, 'gender is incredibly problematic', adding, 'it seems certain to me that the
cyborg's future is inconceivable in terms of contemporary feminist discourse - or indeed
any political or disciplinary discourse - no matter what its initial conditions of construction
may have been'.” Although he recognizes that the cyborg represents a playful,
blasphemous refiguring of socialist feminism, Csicsery-Ronay abandons these (humble?)
origins and positions the cyborg within the heady heights of post(gender)modernism. The
cyborg (as a transgressor of zones) inevitably engages a multiplicity of discourses. But its
problematic gender, its transgression of all gender identification, signifies its engagement
with, and challenge to, feminism - not its transcendence of those politics.

Haraway's 'Manifesto' generates a science-fictional metaphor to signify the future
of socialist feminism, a cross-fertilization (between theory and science fiction) that is
explicitly evoked in her analysis of several feminist SF texts which ‘underl[ie]' the themes
of the essay. In 1991, Haraway focused directly upon this intersection as a potentially
generative site for new theorizations of the préblems of postmodernism:

Much work needs to be done in the cultural space hinted by the
intersections of science fiction, speculative futures, feminist and antiracist
theory, and fictions of science. For me, the best place to locate this work
remains 'in the belly of the monster,’ that is, in the fictional and technical
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constructions of late-twentieth-century cyborgs, site of the potent fusions
of the technical, textual, organic, mythic, and political.3°

Haraway's metaphor of the cyborg symbolizes the crossing of boundaries between the
human and its other. Literally a cybernetic organism, the cyborg suggests the
problematization of the meanings of human embodiment, and the meanings of human
identity, as an effect of both materiality and positionality. Feminist and non-feminist
science fiction has repeatedly drawn upon, and subverted, these images of otherness to
represent women's identification as the other in patriarchy.

During the 1980s, as we saw in Butler's Xenogenesis trilogy, some feminist SF
writers began to contextualize the exploration of gender within a more urgent questioning
of the meanings of humanity, a movement which is highlighted in the differences between
Piercy's two SF novels. Woman on the Edge of Time (1976) uses the science fiction mode
to represent the utopian possibilities of Shulamith Firestone's 'Revolutionary Demands' in
The Dialectic of Sex (1970) - primarily 'the freeing of women from the tyranny of
reproduction’ and 'the diffusion of the child-rearing role to the society as a whole, men as
well as women."’ Piercy's novel, like Samuel Delany's Triton published in the same year,
attempts to erode the meanings of sexual difference to present a post-capitalist, post-
racialist, post-gender utopia.*

Body of Glass (1992) on the other hand takes up Donna Haraway's metaphor of
the cyborg to explore the blurring of the distinctions between the human and the non-
human, as gender politics are subsumed beneath the corporate battles for technological
supremacy.™ This later text suggests that it is within the cyborg identities of Yod and Nili,
rather than the androgynous identities of Bee or Luciente, that feminism must negotiate the
contested meanings of sexual difference. Both these novels, with their different emphases,
seize the radical indeterminacy of technology and offer a feminist response to Haraway's
assertion that 'the things many feminists have feared most can and must be refigured and
put back to work for life not death.”* Feminist science fiction, in its exploration of those
things that exist on the borders of the human - the animal, the alien, the machine - is a

promising, if 'monstrous’, forum for this necessary reconfiguration.
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The Cyborg Politics of Feminist Science Fiction: Animals

It was a lie: the bridge wasn't broken'
Maureen Duffy, Gor Saga (1981)

Donna Haraway argues that the cyborg is constituted within the 'leaky distinction[s] [...]
between human-animal (organism) and machine'.*® Of the first transgression, between
human and animal, Haraway maintains that biology and evolutionary science, as well as
ecological and feminist theory, 'have reduced the line between humans and animals to a
faint trace'.”® The fantastic and mythical representations of transformations between
humans and animals in native and ancient cultures are, she suggests, newly inflected by
Western technologies, so that in the late twentieth century this boundary has been
'thoroughly breached'.’” Lisa Tuttle argues that these transformations, especially between
women and animals, have emerged as a significant theme in feminist SF.*® The feminist re-
visionings of traditional fairy tales, especially in the work of a writer such as Angela
Carter, who occupies the borderlands between science fiction and the fantastic, reconceive
the cyborg figures of the werewolf and the vampire to express female agency.” In the
ironic voice of the 'Sisters Grimmer', these feminist fabulators challenge the gender
stereotypes and feudal codes of these patriarchal narratives.*’

Suzy McKee Charnas also re-presents the werewolf in her short-story 'Boobs'
(1989, 1990) which draws from horror and fantasy rather than SF motifs.*® The story is
told in the teenage voice of its heroine who describes her first menstruation as a process of
transformation, not into 'a young woman', but into a wolf. 'That time of the month' takes
on a new implication as the she-wolf roams the night wreaking bloody retribution on the
boys who torment her about her adolescent body. Charnas experienced difficulties
publishing this story. She explains:

Seventeen wouldn't touch it, and Ms. told me they weren't taking fiction
[-..]. L kept getting answers from female editors that went like this: "God, I
really loved this story - how well I remember - but it just isn't right for our
readership.” In the end Gardner Dozois bought "Boobs" for Asimov's.*!

Charnas's story was eventually published in a SF magazine, even though Dozois requested

a 'minor’ rewrite to make the heroine less 'unsympathetic'. But was it the genre
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identification or the feminist anger which made this story unacceptable in mainstream
magazines?

In contrast to Charnas's angry and ironic story, Pat Murphy's 'Rachel in Love'
(1987) is a gentler tale which won the Nebula award.”> Murphy's story, in which a
scientist technically re-incarnates his dead daughter, Rachel, in the body of a young
chimpanzee, is more conventionally science-fictional than Charnas's violent fantasy. When
her 'father’ dies, Rachel embarks upon a voyage of self-discovery and sexual awakening
within a human culture which despises her as an animal. As well as confusing traditional
humanist categories, the narrative contains a powerful critique of vivisection.

Captured and caged in a laboratory, Rachel develops a relationship with the deaf
janitor, a relationship which she attempts to interpret sexually in terms of his pornographic
magazines and the stories she reads in abandoned copies of True Romance and Love
Confessions. Murphy's story in many ways constitutes a critique of the hegemonic 'rite of
passage' into conventional femininity, but the suggestions of a disturbing confusion
between human and animal sexualities are ultimately diffused. Rachel does not have sex
with the janitor, but elopes with a male chimp. In the final scene Rachel rejects the
magazines' empty stereotypes of white femininity and celebrates her animality:

In the dream, she has long blond hair and pale white skin. Her eyes are red

from crying and she wanders the house restlessly, searching for something

that she has lost. When she hears coyotes howling, she looks through a

window at the darkness outside. The face that looks in at her has jug-

handle ears and shaggy hair. When she sees the face, she cries out in

recognition and opens the window to let herself in. (p.46)

This ending potentially evades the dangerous couplings of Rachel's cyborg identity
by transforming the text into a comfortable allegory of self-acceptance. The romance
conventions echo Maureen Duffy's Gor Saga, but are not contextualized within a
collective resistance to malevolent science, as they are in that text.*’ Lisa Tuttle argues that
Murphy's narrative resolution suggests a backlash against the collective politics of the
1960s and "70s: 'of course it is popular; it tells us, men and women both, what we want to
hear, that we don't have to struggle to change the world, it's enough to accept ourselves -
and our places - in it.**

Murphy's text reflects what is critically held to be the predominant mood of

feminist SF in the 1980s. Maria Lauret argues that 'in 1980s fiction the problem of writing
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in an environment increasingly hostile to feminism comes to the fore in [...] fantasy modes
of writing'. She continues 'the central question for feminist critics in reading 1980s
women's fiction is precisely the often masked influence of [in Cora Kaplan's phrase] "the
massive hegemony of the Right".** This influence has been repeatedly remarked in studies
of feminist science fiction: Lauret detects ‘a hostility to feminism' in Margaret Atwood's
The Handmaid's Tale (1985)*; Peter Fitting argues that Pamela Sargent's The Shore of
Women (1986) reasserts heterosexism*’; Joan Gordon regrets the gender politics of Joan
Slonczewski's A Door Into Ocean (1986) 'where a good woman nurtures, shares and shuns
violence™®; and Nicola Nixon suggests that the 'uncontrasted dystopias' of the 1980s
represent 'barely concealed allegories of feminism's complacency and failure [...] a form of

quasi-didactic (fictional) finger-shaking'.49

The Cyborg Politics of Feminist Science Fiction: Aliens

Lisa Tuttle’s own dystopian short-story 'Wives' (1979), in which a planet's population is
coerced into servitude by a group of male colonizers, anticipates this retreat from
collective and confrontational feminist politics. When one 'wife' rebels against the men, her
resistance is perceived by the others, who remember the violence of their subjection, as
dangerous and doomed: Tt was as Maggie had said: one renegade endangered them all.'™
Tuttle engages the science-fictional motif of alien contact to deliver, through the simple
metaphor of an alienated femininity, an allegory of feminism's retreat from the ideological
power of the Right. Feminist critics have suggested that this affinity between women and
aliens is a characteristic of women's science fiction, traceable to Mary Shelley's
Frankenstein.”' But this relationship offers feminist writers opportunities for more
complex articulations of women's otherness in patriarchy.

Since Stanley Weinbaum's 'A Martian Odyssey' (1934) the relationship between
humans and aliens has been constituted within a dialectic: the alien figures difference, the
strangeness of the other, but it also suggests familiarity.’* This ambivalent relationship
challenges human behaviour and identity to question (or reinforce) dominant values and
assumptions. In Tiptree's and Butler's work, the alien figures the alienation between human
beings, and specifically between men and women, forcing humanity to review the meanings

of our intra-species differences as well as our species integrity.
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More recently the British writer Gwyneth Jones has employed the theme of alien-
contact to explore not only the constructions of gender but also the role of feminism in
science fiction. Jones's two recent novels White Queen (1991) and North Wind (1994) are
set in a near future in which the world has been ravaged by an ecological catastrophe, 'the
04', which has ultimately had less impact than the economic implications of the alliance
between China and Japan.™ This future, as Jenny Wolmark observes, has a 'weary
familiarity', a 'same-but-different' feel.™* Microchip technology has been replaced by an
organic compound called ‘coralin’, and new viruses, such as QV, a mutation of the AIDS
virus, are infectious across the human/technological interface.

When the aliens arrive they are assumed to be superior beings, or, as the science-
fictional logic goes, 'we'd be visiting them' (White Queen, p.69). The humans' naive
misconstruction of alien power contrasts with the more cynical view of the aliens
themselves who exploit this advantage for capital gain. The irony is familiar in science
fiction comedy, and suggests the way in which Jones is placing her text within and against
the conventions of the genre, as an example of, and a critique upon, science fiction. More
specifically, Jones's texts engage the thematic concerns of feminist SF (gender-free
societies; the war of the sexes; androgyny; the deconstruction of the sex-gender system) to
expose the dangers, as well as the necessity of this focus.

The aliens' sudden appearance overshadows news of the socialist revolution in the
USA, but does not provoke exceptional alarm. Neither, in White Queen, does their
presence effect much disruption within human societies. The physical differences between
the aliens and the humans are not pronounced, and Clavel, the alien protagonist of White
Queen, manages to 'pass' as human when he/she needs to. But there are differences, and
the discrepancies between the human and alien perspectives have devastating
consequences in the sequel novel, North Wind. At the conclusion of White Queen one
character observes the nature of these differences: 'humans and aliens were so alike. They
were two almost identical surfaces, at first glance seamlessly meeting: at a closer look
hopelessly just out of synch, in every tiny cog.of detail' (White Queen, p.309).

Michael Beekler argues that this ambiguity is characteristic of the role the alien
plays in science fiction. He argues that:

[The alien] always positions itself somewhere between pure familiarity and
pure otherness [...]. Taking its place on the border between identity and
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difference, it makes that border articulating it while at the same time
disarticulating it and confusing the distinctions the border stands for.**

The aliens represent humanity's other, but they also present a model for human
transformation. North Wind, for example, describes the human cults of 'halfcastes' who
surgically alter their bodies and adopt alien practices to escape the limitations of humanity.
The alien presence suggests alternative identities, but, in addition, their perception of the
human condition constitutes a cognitive estrangement which disturbs the 'naturalness' of
human self-representations, and especially the constructions of gender.

The aliens are hermaphroditic and perceive sexual difference to be a fundamental
division within the human species. However, their interpretation of sex is radically
discontinuous from their conception of gender. The human obsession with gender
characteristics is 'a huge joke' for the aliens, but 'the funniest thing about it was that the
locals', their term for humans, 'didn’t seem to know the difference' (White Queen, p.117).
The aliens understand gender as a spectrum of personality traits within any one individual
which is unconnected to physiognomy, even in humans. The aliens' effective
deconstruction of the sex-gender system ostensibly precipitates the human 'Gender Wars'
in North Wind, but this simple cause-effect model is complicated in Jones's texts by an
exploration of the slippages between human and alien perceptions.

Sidney Carton, the 'halfcaste’ protagonist of North Wind, explains that the
motivation for the war lies within the intersection of gender and economics:

‘It was the Aleutians,' said the halfcaste, forgetting to protest that the war
wasn't really about gender. '[...] The women saw the aliens: with no one forcing sex
on them; having children and not getting their pay docked for the privilege; and so
on. The men saw the same aliens doing what comes naturally with no thought for
the consequences, and nobody having unrealistic expectations or nagging them to
behave. They both said to themselves: if the Aleutians don't have to put up with
that shit, why do we? The superbeings made it valid for everybody to be a person.
But - cut it any way you like - that means there's twice as many fullsized humans in
any given area than there used to be: and still only one planet. Naturally, there's a
war.' (North Wind, p.93)

This battle of the sexes evokes a familiar theme in SF, and especially the feminist and anti-
feminist SF of the 19705 and 1980s. In Jones's texts, however, the interaction between the
alien-contact and the sex-war motifs complicates the articulation of differences. The aliens

are generically other to the human race, and yet they also represent the potential for a
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reconfiguration of humanity. The radical differences between species others have been
transposed onto the more familiar human differences between gendered others in a
displacement which both evades and emphasizes the implications of the aliens' presence.

The ambivalence of this response to the aliens, as a confusion about the terms of
this inter-species relationship, is already suggested by the aliens' own ambiguous adoption
of the name 'Aleutian’. The humans are unsure of its origin, 'they spoke in proverbs,
sometimes they made no sense whatever. The term "Aleutian" was a case in point' (White
Queen, pp.98-99). Perhaps it is a simple reference to one of the places where they landed,
but the name remains suggestive of the discursive position they occupy both within the
text and in relation to humanity. The Aleutian Islands once marked the division between
the enemies of the twentieth-century Cold War, but in this near-future they now signal the
point of connection between Russia and the newly socialist USSA. This contested location
indicates the fluidity of borders, and represents the ways in which the aliens, in Beekler's
words, 'confus[e] the distinctions the border stands for'. Similarly the 'Gender Wars' do not
constitute an absolute division between sexes (or species), but represent a series of shifting
political and economic positions. The signifiers ‘Men' and 'Women' have become largely
metaphorical: 'the humans hated the terms "Men" and "Women" to be used for their
political division. They preferred "traditionalists" and "reformers". But here in the
enclaves, alien and human usage of the gender-words blurred together' (North Wind,
p.107).

The allusions to the feminist articulations of Womanland and Manland, in texts by,
for instance, Russ, Charnas, Tiptree or Gearhart, place Jones's narrative in dialogue with
this tradition of feminist SF. Phonetically, the aliens' name might also signal the thematic
redeployment of familiar feminist motifs (Aleutian echoes allusion). Aleutian society is, for
instance, androgynous, presenting a utopian image of a post-gender world to the human
race. Moreover, the alien protagonists - Clavel in White Queen and Bella in North Wind -
are falsely feminized by the humans, and this misrepresentation implicitly disrupts
conventional notions of gender.

The echoes of the issues of feminist science fiction are central to these texts, but
like the eponymous 'white queen', which does not appear until late in the narrative, their
representation is caught within a series of displacements. Jones's texts interrogate the

constructions of gender, but they also critique the discourses of feminism. The
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identification of 'gender as the focus of the war belies the real political differences which
characterize the factions. It implies that feminist politics has achieved a significant role, but
obscures the ways in which this status is hollow. Jones's texts suggest that sexual politics
can be manipulated to distract from, rather than direct, the urgency of change.

This political slippage is articulated and ironized in White Queen when the
Aleutians propose the World Conference of Women's Affairs (WOCWOM) in Krung
Thep, Thailand, to be the official forum for human/alien contact. The WOCWOM is
discussing the 'Eve Riots' in which women around the world have been rebelling against
economic exploitation. The British delegate, the 'stern, elderly, socialist-feminist', Ellen
Kershaw, characterizes the whole affair as an exercise in evasion (White Queen, p.60):

The WOCWOM annoyed her because, lifelong feminist as she was, she
knew how that sexual-politics label obscures the real issues, to the
advantage of the enemy. This was basically a conference about global
labour conditions, which the employer nations did not feel obliged to
attend. (White Queen, p.62)

The aliens mistakenly believe this marginalized assembly to be the government of the
world. This alien misconstruction of human politics has the effect of propelling feminism to
the centre of the world stage (and the centre of the text). But it also effectively
marginalizes those issues (the Eve Riots) even further, as the alien presence dominates the
conference. The alien invasion thus prioritizes and displaces the role of feminism in the
text in a way that mirrors the privileging and evasion of economic issues in the
manipulation of the sign of feminism.

Kershaw's socialist-feminist politics interpret 'women's affairs' as a strategic
misnaming of economic oppression. She thus signals the way in which 'sexual politics' and
even 'feminism' must be recognised as ambivalent terms, or as Jones suggested in
interview, terms 'that you can no longer trust'.*® This polemic is contrasted in the text by
two other feminist discourses: the essentialist interpretations of the Aleutians who
characterize men and women as 'two nations', the child-bearers and the ‘obligate-parasites’
(White Queen, p.117); and the liberal-feminist arguments of Sidney Carton, which draw
upon the utopian model of the Aleutians to assert that ‘everybody [is] a person' (North
Wind, p.93).

These competing definitions acknowledge that feminism is a contested politics, and

that its future role is far from certain. The arrival of the aliens demands a more urgent
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questioning of human identity, but the differences between humans and aliens are
misrecognized (by Aleutians as well as hufnans) as their systems of reference remain
‘hopelessly just out of synch' (White Queen, p.309). Sexual difference is rendered as the
essential divide, but an analysis of the construction or maintenance of human sex and
gender is evaded by the estranging simplicity of the aliens' perspective. Jones's critique of
feminism in science fiction, and her recontextualization of gender as, not only a difference
that makes a difference, but also a difference that is repeatedly remade by its interaction
within a network of other political, economic and ideological discourses, opens new
possibilities for feminist SF. Her texts interrogate the role of feminism in science fiction,
and conversely, the role of science fiction in feminism. White Queen and North Wind do
not abandon the 'project’ of feminist SF, but challenge the ways in which it has been
absorbed into the genre. Jones describes the encroachment of feminist ideas in science
fiction as 'a predator/prey situation' in which 'each new development is coopted. You have
to hope that it's been coopted some of the time in ways you would want'.”’

To escape this impasse feminist writers must examine the themes of feminist SF to
explore the ways in which SF (or indeed fabulation) accommodates feminism by evading
the implications of its discourse, in the wake of the New Right. But they must also
recognize the limitations, as well as the necessity, of feminist discourses in the exploration
of human futures (or future humans). If Jones evades the label feminist SF, this exploration

suggests that her texts might constitute a meta-feminist-SF.

The Cyborg Politics of Feminist Science Fiction: Machines

Jones's critique of feminist SF, as a significant but necessarily limited project within science
fiction, parallels Joan Gordon's critical dissatisfaction with the movement. Gordon claims
that feminist SF has failed to address the urgent challenges of our technological
postmodern age and needs to find new directions. She categorizes feminist SF as either
‘overt' or 'covert', a hierarchicalized opposition which privileges a covert feminism. Her
essay describes overt feminist science fiction as a narrative which 'always grapples with the
definition of femaleness and at least implies the possibility of a world whose values support
a feminist definition of female identity'. In contrast, covert feminist science fiction 'ignores

the definition [of female identity], showing a sexually egalitarian world; furthermore, its
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values often ignore specifically feminist issues, making its morality a more generally
applied one'.”®

Whereas the politics of overt feminist SF are circumscribed by the parameters of
female identity, the feminist polemic in the second definition appears so covert as to have
all but disappeared. In its focus upon the role of feminism in science fiction, Gordon's
critique contrasts with Marleen Barr's attempted erasure of science fiction from feminist
SF, even as it shares the conservative retreat into more covert identifications. But, with
Barr, Gordon's work emphasizes the need to revise the ‘project’ of feminist science fiction.

The problematic intersection of overt gender politics and overt genre affiliation has
proved to be commercially disadvantageous for feminist SF writers. It has also, according
to Barr, deprived their work of scholarly recognition. Recategorization may regenerate the
commercial audience, but it obscures the complex interactions of gender and genre in this
fiction. Writers and critics of feminist science fiction should engage rather than evade its
problematic status, because it is only through such confrontations that feminist SF will, in
Joan Gordon's words, 'allow us to shape and manage our futures rather than escape them'
(p-199).

Gordon gives only one example of covert feminist SF, the 1980's cyberpunk
movement. Cyberpunk, she argues, feels no need to be 'good', or present positive images,
as overt feminist SF must, but represents an imperfect future world in which women
writers may explore 'the underside of female identity' (p.201). She cites Pat Cadi gan's
Mindplayers (1987) as an illustration of feminist cyberpunk, although in response to
Gordon's article, Cadigan protested that there was nothing covert about her feminism. She
argued that 'Ther] work is overtly feminist'.*®

Veronica Hollinger's contention that cyberpunk constitutes 'an analysis of the
postmodern identification of human and machine' suggests an alternative configuration of
the relationship between this writing and feminist politics.”” The cybernetic interface is the
leitmotif of cyberpunk, and in this sense the movement might be seen to replicate the
conditions of Haraway's cyborg as a potent image for feminists. As Mary Ann Doane
points out, 'when technology intersects with the body in the realm of representation, the
question of sexual difference is inevitably involved'.®!

Candas Jane Dorsey's short-story '(Learning About) Machine Sex' (1988) makes an

explicit identification between technology and the feminized body.®* The narrative
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confronts the reader, demanding a response: ‘A naked woman working at a computer.
Which attracts you most?' (p.76) This interrogation which echoes the aggressive
narratorial voice in Tiptree's "The Girl Who Was Plugged In' (1973), highlights the way in
which both women and technology are commodified as objects of (male) desire. It is this
identification which motivates the female protagonist, Angel, to develop a new computer
game, ‘Machine Sex'. Angel programmes the stages of orgasm onto software as a sardonic
comment upon the relations of man and machine. The narrative concludes by asserting:
'Now you don't have to choose. Angel has made the choice irrelevant' (p.97).

Dorsey's parodic rearticulation of cyberpunk's implicit gendering and sexualizing of
the cybernetic interface anticipates the concerns of feminist critics. Nicola Nixon has
demonstrated the gendered permutations of William Gibson's cyberspace. She draws
attention to the ways in which the activities of the hacker are shadowed by those of the
rapist: cyberspace is a feminized space that must be 'penetrated’ by the hacker who 'sleazes
up to the target'.* Nixon suggests that:

Whether or not we choose to see Gibson's configuration of the frightening
feminine matrix as an extension of particular anti-feminist politics of the
'80s, we are still left with the fact that his male heroes play out their
masculinity within that specific locus of femininity; their very masculinity is
constituted by their success within and against it.**

Dorsey's story ironizes the construction of the gendered interface, but it does not present a
feminist alternative. For although Dorsey's protagonist is female, both the software and the
narrative are ostensibly directed at a male user/reader (although of course the true implied
reader is the feminist who reads between the lines). The story thus exposes but does not
escape the sexualization of the technological interface.

If this sexualization represents, as Nixon argues, an anti-feminist construction of
the interface, Gordon's claim that 'cyberpunk may be feminism's SF salvation' appears
over-optimistic (p.197). But cyberpunk must be contextualized, not only within the
postmodern cultural politics of the 1980s, but also as part of the historical development of
the science fiction genre. The movement of cyberpunk has generated much critical debate
over the last decade, and much of this writing has centred on the question of its science-
fiction heritage. Samuel Delany has characterized this as an 'endless, anxious search for

fathers' which strives for paternal legitimation.®



The Futures of Feminist SF 183

In his introduction to Mirrorshades (1986), Bruce Sterling characterizes cyberpunk
as, ‘'steeped in the lore and tradition of the SF field'. He identifies 'ancestral cyberpunks'
from the 'New Wave', the 'harder tradition' and from 'SF's native visionaries': all of the
writers he mentions are men.® But Sterling has been much criticized for his exclusion of
feminist writers from this inheritance. Nicola Nixon argues that the movement is 'riding on
the heels of seventies feminist SF writers', and Samuel Delany suggests that without
feminist science fiction 'there wouldn't be any cyberpunk'.®’ Gibson especially, he contends,
would not have been able to create 'his particular kind of female characters [..] without the
feminist science fiction from the Seventies'.5

Gordon's identification of cyberpunk as covert feminist SF develops her claim that
the movement has been and continues to be strongly influenced by feminist SF writers'
(p-197). This literary heritage, she suggests, destabilizes the 'overt[ly] masculinist' surface
of cyberpunk, and empowers a feminist revision of the movement (p.196). But, in spite of
the influence of feminist science fiction, she acknowledges that women writers have to
(literally) 'break into the boys' club' (p.197). Pat Cadigan, the only woman writer
associated with the movement in the 1980s, reports in interview that her status as a
cyberpunk was often contested. She comments that one fanzine writer attempted to oust
her from the movement by systematically rubbishing her published writing and arguing that
the cyberpunks should be 'choosier' about who they accepted as part of the group. Cadigan
claims that this attack was motivated by the fact that she was a woman writer, suggesting
that 'he picked the one person who he thought was least likely to meet him in a dark alley
with a piece of pipe. But in fact he was wrong!”®

Cadigan is no longer the only woman writer whose works engage the motifs of
cyberpunk. Other feminist texts that draw from cyberpunk include Gwyneth Jones's
Escape Plans (1986), Marge Piercy's Body of Glass (1991), and Melissa Scott's Burning
Bright (1993), Dreamships (1992), and Trouble and Her Friends (1994).”° These feminist
writers reconfigure the cybernetic interface to address, what Jenny Wolmark terms
cyberpunk's 'fundamental ambivalence towards the body".”! Pat Cadigan and Melissa Scott
both critique the way in which the cyberpunk body (as 'meat') is inevitably figured as the
white-straight-male universal. In their work they recontextualize the body within social- as

well as cyber-space to rearticulate the interactions of the material and the virtual body.
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Feminist Cyberpunk: Pat Cadigan and Melissa Scott

They say a hacker's burned out before he's twenty-one - note the pronoun.

Candas Jane Dorsey, '(Learning About) Machine Sex'

In Synners (1991), Cadigan reverses the conventional gendered paradigms of
cyberpunk.” In this text cyberspace is a masculine matrix, dominated by 'Art Fish', the
viral/virtual ghost in the machine. The hacker is female, a young woman called Sam who
uses her body's internal energy (via thin wires) to power her interface with the 'System'.
This initial reversal of gendered positions signals Cadigan's concern not only with the
masculinist metaphors of cyberspace, but also with the meanings of technological and
material embodiment. The four protagonists of Synners all represent, as Anne Balsamo
observes, different forms of embodiment. Balsamo argues that these different experiences
of the body express a sexual difference between the female 'body-in-connection’ and the
male 'body-in-isolation'.”” But these static characterizations, although astute, elide the
various slippages between social- and techno-bodies in the text. These bodies are marked
in various ways by their construction within both the technological and urban
environments of the city.

Gina, Cadigan's strong, physically tough heroine is one of the few black women in
cyberpunk, and represents an embodied physicality that is marked by race and gender
(Balsamo positions Gina as 'the marked body").”* The male characters, Visual Mark and
Gabe, are both 'marked’ by their relationships with Gina.” She represents an embodiedness
that, in spite of her status as a synner (a synthesizer of music and images, who creates
virtual reality rock videos), is opposed to the virtuality of the matrix. Visual Mark, as
Gina's ex-lover and fellow synner, reinscribes cyberpunk’s celebrated abhorrence of the
flesh. He describes his body as a 'meat-jail' (p.232) that limits his interaction with the
system. His fantasy of disembodiment is realized towards the end of the text when he has a
stroke whilst jacked in. Mark becomes part of the matrix but his stroke is transformed into
a virus that simultaneously causes the death of thousands of others who are on-line.
Cadigan thus shows the.cyberpunk fantasy of technological transcendence to have
potentially devastating consequences. The virus is only destroyed when Gabe and Gina re-

enter the matrix using power from Sam's body.
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As Mark relinquishes his body to the machine, so Gabe finally discovers his own
embodiment in cyberspace as he learns to synthesize his experiences of the virtual and the
physical. His body is also a marked body, marked by his sexual/violent relationship with
Gina, and marked by the prosthetic virtual reality hotsuit: 'his skin bore the impression of a
baroque pattern of snaky lines punctuated by the sharp geometric variations of the
numerous sensors’ (p.42). The technological interface leaves its marks upon the body as an
inscription that potentially transforms the meanings of embodiment, of pleasure, sexuality
and pain.

Cadigan's exploration of the interface between body and machine in Synners is
focused by the repetition of the question ‘change for the machines?'. The ambiguity of this
refrain (at once an innocent request and a technological dilemma) prompts an analysis of
how embodied identity will be reconfigured by technology, without determining which
agency will shape those changes. To be agents of our own future we need to direct the
cultural, bodily and economic implications of society's change for the machines. Cyberpunk
may well, as Joan Gordon proposed, be one forum for such feminist inquiry.

Like Cadigan, Melissa Scott rewrites cyberpunk to explore the promise as well as
the dangers of cyberspace technology. Her texts also engage the problematic issues of the
ways in which our technological embodiment will redefine the nature and meanings of
human identity: in Cadigan's terms the difference between synthesizing or synthesized
entities. In The Kindly Ones, Scott explores the distinction between the actor and the
image; in Burning Bright she develops this exploration through the motif of virtual
gaming; and in Dreamships she represents the social and moral dilemmas created by the
achievement of artificial intelligence.” In her latest novel, Trouble and Her F riends, Scott
reconfigures the themes of cyberpunk to engage the politics of the postmodern challen ge
to liberal humanism. Her work addresses the marginalized and oppositional identities that
Andrew Ross finds significantly absent from 1980s cyberpunk:

Cyberpunk's idea of counterpolitics - youthful male heroes with working
class chips on their shoulders and postmodern biochips in their brains -
seems to have little to do with the burgeoning power of the great social
movements of our day: feminism, ecology, peace, sexual liberation, and
civil rights.”’

Trouble and her friends are a ‘queer family', connected through their sexuality, who

function as an alternative family within the borders of the hacker ‘community’. They are
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constituted as outsiders, as queer, because of their sexuality and also because they have all
undergone cranial surgery to implant the 'brainworm'. The brainworm is similar to the
internal socket in Cadigan's Synners, and allows a full-sense interaction with cyberspace,
which enables the user to 'experience virtuality as though it were real’ (p.14). This illegal
surgery represents the interface between body and machine as a dangerous fusion, a
mutilation that acknowledges and confronts the risks of technological embodiment. As
Trouble reflects: 'it was almost always the underclass, the women, the people of color, the
gay people, the ones who were already stigmatized as being vulnerable, available, trapped
by the body who took the risk of the wire' (pp.128-129).

In Scott's text, the material body is not transcended within cyberspace, but is
intimately connected to the virtual world. This cyber-becoming is contextualized within a
feminist negotiation of meanings of gender, race and sexuality. Scott's visualization of
cyberspace does not engage the metaphors of an escape from physicality which reappear in
Cadigan's work. She constitutes cyberspace as an alternative space, a supplement that is
both within and without the material world. It is bound to the social (there are virtual
towns on the nets where business is done), and those bodies who are stigmatized in the
‘real world' do not evade hostility because they occupy a virtual field. Cyberspace offers a
potential reinscription of bodily identities, but not as a form of transcendence. Scott's
characters do not seek the temporary liberation of virtual disembodiment and do not
attempt to disguise their sexual, gender or racial identities on the nets. Her cyberpunks are
persistently embodied, even as they die of AIDS and suffer the effects of environmental
pollution. For as Sandy Stone asserts: 'no refigured virtual body, no matter how beautiful,
will slow the death of a cyberpunk with AIDS. Even in the age of the technosocial subject,
life is lived through bodies'.”®

Scott's text, like Cadigan's, marks an intervention into the cyberpunk movement
which disrupts the masculinist aesthetics of white male transcendence. She draws from
cyberpunk’s 'credible futures' and collapses the distance between the novum and the zero
world by evoking contemporary debates about the Internet and the Worldwide Web within
a future that 'reflects' the present. The issues of privacy; global network autonomy;
personal and social identities; and accountability, structure Trouble's quest to find the
imposter who assumes her name.”’ The narrative explicitly challenges the conventional

representation of the hacker (as a white, straight male) through the interactions of the
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queer family and Trouble's insistence that women have the ri ght to access technology, even
if they have to fight to enact it. In this near-future society prejudices persist and
marginalized people must assert their presence in these future worlds: 'too many men
assumed that the nets were exclusively their province, and were startled and angry to find
out that it wasn't' (p.120).

Cyberpunk, and science fiction more generally, are no longer masculinist
‘provinces', but nevertheless women and men must continue to assert radical and feminist
identities in the genre. The feminist reconfigurations of the genre codings of conventional
science fiction narratives have generated provocative, alternative spaces for explorations of
our futures. The ground-breaking interventions of Russ, Le Guin, Charnas, Mclntyre and
Tiptree in the 1970s were formative of what later became identified as the subgenre of
feminist science fiction. But feminist SF did not 'crawl under a stone' in the 1980s and '90s,
as Jones claims.®® Writers such as Butler, Cadigan, Scott and Jones herself continued to
question both the generic and political possibilities of the genre.

I have traced the feminist movement in SF from the late-1960s to the present to
elucidate the ways in which feminist SF texts have responded to the changing political and
theoretical issues in feminism. From a questioning of female agency, the texts discussed in
the thesis have explored what it means to 'be' 2 woman (or a man), what it means to write
as a man (or a woman), and what it means to 'be' human. I have highlighted the questions
these texts raise for feminist theory to demonstrate the ways in which this fiction not only
interprets but actively contributes to the discourses of feminism. Feminist SF critics have
frequently remarked that feminist SF is informed by feminist theory, but the ways in which
feminist SF extrapolates from feminist arguments to confront new or difficult questions
(which at times anticipate later debates) is often overlooked. I wanted to identify feminist
science-fictions as indeed examples of 'speculative feminisms'.

As a generic classification, the term 'feminist SF' may have become commercially
unviable and critically restrictive. Feminism can no longer be identified as a coherent
movement in SF. But as an oppositional politics, the influence of feminist thinking still
resonates in SF, even if, as was the case with cyberpunk, the influence of feminist SF
remains unacknowledged. Rather than being exhausted, the critical intersections between
feminism and science fiction are still generating progressive texts. Feminists are still

writing SF, and their presence in the margins of the literary mainstream needs to be
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recognized. As our 'zero world' hurtles towards the techno-sprawls of cyberpunk, perhaps
our future fictions might be truly on-line, circumventing the repressive grip of corporate
publishing through networked feminist alternatives. As readers, we mi ght be about to

experience our own cyber-becoming. But as Alyx would say, 'that's another story'.
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