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Main Points

Native Tongue: Afterword (305-327) Susan Squier & Julie Vedder


Two interrelated convictions of Native Tongue are: 1) language is our best and most powerful resource for bringing about social change, and 2) SF is our best resource for trying out that social change before we make them, to discover the consequences. Elgin’s definition of feminism can be gleaned from the type of social change she wants—a society and culture that can be sustained without violence. 


Elgin thinks language may be our only real high technology, and is the primary way humans manipulate the material world. In Native Tongue, she supports the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis that language structures and constrains human conceptions. Emily Martin’s Egg and Sperm hypothesis supports—the sperm is active and egg passive in the traditional model. A new model could involve a “sticky” egg capturing the sperm. Changing our language changes our world. 


Elgin’s plot explores the constructive power of language, the origin of gendered oppression, and the material and social commonalities between women. As she states, “For any language, there are perception which it can’t express because they would result in its indirect self-destruction” (p.145), same as the Hoffsteader record player analogy. Language has the power to produce emotional comfort through validation, to reorder what is significant and not significant, perceived and not perceived. 


Future considerations could point to a newer language that would challenge NT’s basis in a fixed and gendered identity. We should also think about how language helps encode other power hierarchies, including those of race, class, sexual orientation, and even human over other species.

Weedon, Chapter 6: “Feminist Critical Practice” (132-169)

· This chapter offers the outlines of a case study of one particular institutional practice—literary criticism—seen from a feminism PS perspective.

· For example, to locate the meaning of fiction in the life and experience of the author is one expression of women’s experience and feminism PS

· Fiction offers access to the discourses which constituted gender and the meaning of women’s lives when written

· Meaning and power

· From a femininity PS perspective, the process of criticism is infinite, since meaning can’t ever be fixed.

· Recent developments towards a greater diversity in literary criticism have given a degree of pluralism into literature and questions the idea of a fixed meaning

· Gender, power, and the institution

· Power within literature is the struggle to be heard, to be published and read as a woman writer or critic and for woman’s writing and feminist criticism to be taught 

· Some critics cite aesthetic criteria to silence the radical potential of texts by denying them a place in literature

· From psychoanalysis to the discursive construction of gender

· Over the last 20 years, feminist analysis has theorized the ways in which gender is constructed within texts and how representations of gender exercise power over readers

· Deconstruction is useful for feminism, b/c it offers a method of decentring the hierarchical oppositions which underpin gender, race and class oppression

· Power is exercised through the constitution of subjectivity within discourse and the production of social agents, so feminist PS should understand the weak points in the discursive field

· Conclusion: we should not take established meanings, values, and power relations for granted. We should demonstrate their origins, whose interests they support, and how they maintain sovereignty and where they are susceptible for change. It is the author’s hope that by making this framework accessible, others will use it in the fight for change.

Lefanu, Chapter 2: “Science Fiction Narratives” (21-23)

No agree-upon definition of what SF is, however, what SF allows is: it lets readers defamiliarize the familiar, and make the familiar new and strange. Women writers are released from the constraints of realism. Joanna Russ stated SF is a tension between what is and what is not, can point out what is possible and what has not been done yet. For example, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is an absolute negation and dissolution of the cultural order.

Russ, To Write Like A Woman: Essays in Feminism and Science Fiction: "What Can a Heroine Do? or Why Women Can't Write"

· After symposium on women, Russ realized that “English literature” had been rigged by “white boys” and wanted to change the assumptions of this framework

· Tales for heroines, not heroes, do not work as plots, and handicap women writers in our culture

· “Culture is male” and thus our literature is by and about men

· She compares the Bitch Goddess to the Noble Savage, except this protagonist’s sexuality is questioned and has not other human essence beyond the Bitch motive

· Thus, Russ questions what heroines can do, what myths, plots, or actions are available to female protagonists

· Women in 20th century lit are either Devourer/Bitch or Maiden/Victims, with plots limited to How She Got Married, How She Never Did Get Married, etc.

· To fix this problem, women writers can either use a lyrical structure (has no chronology or causation, principle of connection is associative) or write about her own life experience (for example Bronte’s Jane Eyre as constantly frustrated will to action, a “blocked jabbing”)

Hardman, Transcription of Discussion of Women and Science Fiction (1-13, 35 [l. 21]-41, 44 [l. 16]-54)

Part I: Hardman had said that “to construct a non sexist society, [we] would probably have to come out of science fiction.” She discusses why she thinks that, and what she thinks science fiction has to offer along for this purpose.

· Adam and Eve was in many respects a myththologization of the grammar-- if your grammar says that women are derived from men, then the creation story that you latch onto and make part of your general mythology is similar

· The linguistic postulate are these categories which come up in every sentence of the language over and over and over again, such that they form our whole world view. And these end up also being part and parcel of the rest of the culture. So that you end up having all kinds of proverbs and sayings and stories, and myths reinforcing this.

· She uses examples from Discovery Channel and physics three forces as linguistic postulate

· multilingualism allows you to perceive of reality in different ways, to notice differences, and not become tied to one interpretation of a story

· She discusses Klingon and Langlish as alternative languages with different grammar developed via SF, although Klingon was based on violence and a violent culture

· She describes several interesting stories involving alternative languages or non-sexist societies, for example a story where the society outlawed sex to prevent AIDS

· She also talks about the limits of our imagination (as we are socialized to think within society’s framework) and SF need to still be convincing for others to read

Part II: Women who write SF should use the medium to expand our imagination. She lists and discusses some of her favorite female SF writers. First, she lists Alice Sheldon, who used the psuedonym James Tiptree, Jr., who did work for the CIA and did have an office in Washington, and had been in the military. After she was identified, she never won another literary award. Others on the list include Anarson, Vonarburg, Elgin, LeGuin, Joan Vinge, and Barbara Paul. She also discusses how erotica verbs are nil for women, and magazines for women’s sexual pleasure are not up to par with ones for men. One fanzine for Star Trek did a good job of using Spock and Kirk as sex objects for women (now under K/S fanzines). She states Uhura on Star Trek was a great role model for non-white heroine and also part of the first interracial kiss on T.V. She discusses Native Tongue and non-sexist childrearing practices.

Part III: Men use the women to cement relationships between themselves. Retirees become placed on a status more lower, similar to women, and respect women more?

Lefanu, “Sex, sub-atomic particles and sociology” (in Armitt, 178-85)

There are so many feminist SF writers that one can’t claim that feminism and SF don’t share interests or that female SF writers are somehow inferior to “real” SF. This change has prompted other SF writers (males) to include issues of sexuality and sexual politics into their SF work. Still, some reviewers criticize women SF work in review by stating “although it comes from The Women’s Press…” Two main misconceptions about feminist SF: it exists but is dull (hard vs. soft SF), and SF is really disguised political polemic. 


One successful feminist SF writer, Gwyneth Jones, writes novels obsessed with time, reality, and a search for knowledge. But her valued knowledge is less technological and more human consciousness with themes of loss, love, sacrifice, etc. She centers politicizes these already used ideas by redefining human as female and successfully splits the human/machine SF dichotomy. Thus, she “beats the boys at their own game” by succeeding but not trying to be one of them.


Conclusion: feminist writers like Jones and Lisa Tuttle play with science and sex, with machines and bodies, time, memory, language, and claim both the conventions of SF and horror for women.

Armitt, “Your word is my command: the structures of language and power in women’s science fiction” (in Armitt, 123-138)

· The primary function of language is to construct reality

· It is hard to write about alternative structures while we live in a patriarchal linguistic and social framework

· Because the ability to provide the writer with this much-needed distance from lived reality, science function is an obvious choice for that exploration

· Doris Lessing’s The Marriages treats language is an autonomous entity outside of human communication, as a psuedo-diety whose origins are unquestioned\

· She demonstrates that the Order and Zones of the language are arbitrary and such structures are not pre-ordained at all

· Her Chronicler character reminds us that language plays a central role in the construction of ‘truths’

· Structure is similar to folktale or quest allegory—functions in folktale take significance with the narrative as a whole and as they relate to the underlying moral code

· Language is also viewed as an instrumental key to knowledge

· Elgin’s Native Tongue use science fiction focuses on the linguistics functional basis for social hierarchy and the use of the Interface as an interesting way to understand how we enter into the order of language

· Some criticize it for the biological determinism feel of the linguist infants’ abilities, but it its also a social order created and structured for patriarchy

· Main point of article is that science fiction is a wonderful way to address the way language shapes power, but current use of female SF writers have not gone far enough to escape from the framework of society but are nonetheless excellent mechanisms to speak about women, society, language, and power.

Cameron, Feminism and Linguistic Theory (152-157)

Cameron argues that some research is caught in a contradiction on the question of feminist resistance to oppression. “How can women alienated in a man’s universe begin to see it through different eyes?” feminists try to solve the problem by creating novel forms of expression. She summarizes Elgin’s Native Tongue and states the ending of the book is a Whorfian paradox. This means that Laadan change’s women’s reality, but not men’s; hence men still have the power. In conclusion, this is a genuine problem about language and the interpretation of reality.

Weekly Observations & Reactions


I’ve noticed two examples of stereotypes influence women’s “need” for men to help with heavy lifting, and how women manipulate this “need” for extra help. First example—my sister and I bought a couch and dresser from the thrift store for her new apartment. The men at the store helped us load it, but we were driving it down the street and moving it in ourselves. They warned us repeatedly that we shouldn’t move them ourselves, because they were too heavy and we would hurt ourselves. Well, not only did we make it down the street in my truck that was about to collapse, we moved both pieces of furniture in ourselves. We struggled a lot, and I was very sore the next day, but we felt so accomplished to do it ourselves. However, I did notice that I played into the stereotype of a passive woman when I spotted a man across the street and thought he could help us if we got stuck and needed him. I knew he would feel sorry for us and feel it was his duty or something to help two young women move furniture. 


The second similar observation came when I was walking across campus and several women were moving tables, food, etc., from what looked like a banquet that had ended. One of the women noticed a young, strongish-looking man at the top of the stairs. She shouted to him, “I know you want to help us.” He asked if they needed help, and she refused but seemed to just appreciate him asking. It was almost as if she felt he was obligated to ask to help and was making sure he knew that. I was left wondering about the actual strength differences between men and women (I’m presuming men, on average, have more upper-body strength than women) and how that plays into our stereotypes for “active men” and “passive women.”

