Week 8 – Women Science Fiction Writers

I’ve always liked sci-fi and also fantasy – especially the kind that are based on an alternative version of history – but I’ve never thought much about sci-fi as a literary genre or as a feminist means of expression.  As Joanna Russ discusses, there are not many plots or myths available for writers that don’t see women only in relation to the male protagonist – they become only ‘images’ or reflections of real women.   I found her comments about how women write about women to be really interesting: that a success story about a woman, if written in male terms, is failure for a woman (p. 83); that there are only a restricted number of variations on the love story, including the How She Went Crazy variation (84-5); the option of not writing about women at all, but sticking to male myths and male protagonists, is only denying herself and her own experience.

She states that there are only two ways for a woman to write: lyricism and life (87).  Lyricism is contrasted with the narrative mode – lyricism is the “organization of discrete elements around an unspoken thematic or emotional center” (87), it is associative rather than chronological and causative.  Writing about life takes the author’s own life as the structural principle rather than one of the overworked, ‘triply-distilled’ male myths.  But Russ says there are three myths that women can use that are not based on the old male myths.  These are detective stories, supernatural fiction, and science fiction.  The myths of science fiction are based on “exploring a new world conceptually” (91).  These myths ignore gender roles and are not culture bound.  I like her statement that sci-fi implies “that human problems are collective as well as individual, and take these problems to be spiritual, social, perceptive or cognitive” (92).  Sci-fi doesn’t rely on the old myths telling us what kind of experiences we should be having, but on what we are actually experiencing now (92).  It can give women a chance to create fictional myths that are “growing out of their lives and told by themselves for themselves” (92).

The other articles address a lot of the same issues – what sci-fi is and how it can be a useful tool for women writers to express women’s experiences and to challenge the present power structure.  Armitt says that sci-fi is a means for women writers to distance themselves from the patriarchal framework, write about alternate frameworks and still “depict reality as it is lived and experienced” (123).  She writes about Native Tongue and Doris Lessing’s The Marriage Between Zones Three, Four and Five; both are based on the fact that language is what structures the power frameworks that society depends on; and  both provide a fictional context for theoretical abstractions about women’s relations to language and power (124).

Armitt feels that most sci-fi is still written through traditional narrative structures and usually emphasizes content over structure.  Although the two novels challenge the content of language, she feels that to really “challenge the linguistic structures upon which patriarchal society is based” (136), women’s sci-fi would have to radically change the structure of the narrative.

Lefanu describes sci-fi as a means of releasing writers from the “constraints of realism” (21) – they can make the strange familiar and the familiar unfamiliar; gender roles and hierarchies can be broken down.  She also points out that sci-fi can be a means for the “construction of a gendered subject through language and culture” (23). A subject that can explore questions like “What if the world was like this or this?”  As Elgin says, “SF is the only genre of literature in which it’s possible for a writer to explore the question of what this world would be like if you could get rid of [X], where [X] is filled in with any of the multitude of real world facts that constrain and oppress women” (9).

Native Tongue

As I said in class, I was dissatisfied with the ending of Native Tongue in some ways.  I appreciated the bonds that were forged and the progress that was made as the women taught and used Laadan; and I see the changes that did occur – the women now focused on something significant and meaningful to them – their language – rather than focusing on the men and their needs and wants.  But I was still looking for a confrontation and resolution – the old linear narrative structure.  After class I went back and read the interviews with Elgin and Hardman, and I see their points of view more clearly. As Hardman says, the amelioration of the situation was all that they (both women and men) were ready for, all they could handle.  The relatively minor changes would lead to greater changes.  The fact that the women were only placating the men, so they could get on with their real work, and not focused on pleasing them, is a significant change.  This change of focus was satisfying to them, and didn’t upset the men enough for them to call a halt to the Encoding – that was enough for them.  Nazareth tries to tell the women that when they change reality, they don’t know what other changes that will entail; they can’t predict the consequences because they can only plan for consequences in this reality, not the new reality.  But she has faith that what is happening is good and will continue.

Ironically, when the men decide to build separate Women’s Houses they are concerned about the reaction of the women – the “old” women – afraid they’ll bitch and raise hell.  This reality at least has changed and the women have no intention of bitching and raising hell – this result couldn’t be more satisfying to them; they can go about the Encoding Project “with a great deal less inconvenience than we’ve ever had to put up with in all our lives” (296).  And at least Nazareth has faith that the future will bring more change even if it is slow.

But a good old fashioned apocalyptic ending would have been fun, too!!

