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    Ursula K. Le Guin was born in Berkeley, Northern California on 21October 1929 to parents Theodora and Alfred Louis Kroeber. Both of her parents were academics and she therefore grew up in a home where education and learning were thoroughly encouraged. Le Guin obtained an MA in French from Columbia University in 1952 and was then awarded a grant which enabled her to undertake her doctorate and study in France. However, Le Guin met and married her husband Charles in 1953 and gave up her doctorate work. Le Guin and her husband went on to have two daughters and a son. She taught alongside her writing career and her duties as a mother, and gained much success over the course of her life. Le Guin initially struggled to have her work published when she began writing, but went on to win many awards and received much recognition for her published works and academic achievements.
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    Le Guin’s novel was written and published as the second wave of feminism began to take hold all over the world. For this reason, much criticism of her work has centred on the fact that she chose to base her story around an androgynous race. The reason for this is that Le Guin wished to create a fictional world in which gender took a back seat in the social relations between individuals.


    Le Guin’s novel was seen as radical and groundbreaking in its style, and as a result of this she won two awards for the piece. The Left Hand of Darkness won both the Hugo and Nebula awards, which made Le Guin the second author to lay claim to this double achievement, and the first female author to have done so. Le Guin also managed, through this text, to break her way into the male-dominated world of science fictional writing.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    1.


    The story opens with the speaker telling the reader that what they are about to read will be delivered as a story, although it is more of a report. The speaker is Genly Ai. His story begins with a description of his participation in a parade in Erhenrang, which is the capital city of Karhide on the planet Gethen. Ai describes the parade in detail, paying attention to the participants and their style of dress, the music played on various instruments, the weather, and the absence of any military. The parade ends at the newly built arch which has been erected at the port of Erhenrang, where King ArgavenXV is to finish the arch by putting in the keystone. Ai has established a friendly relationship with Therem Harth rem ir Estraven, the King's prime minister, who invites him to dinner that evening. At dinner, Estraven tells Ai that he can no longer support his cause on the planet Gethen and act on his behalf with the King.


    2.


    The next chapter records a Gethen folk tale which supplements Ai’s story.


    3.


    Ai has a meeting with the King. Just before he enters this meeting, Ai hears the news that Estraven has been exiled from Karhide. This news makes Ai nervous of his own fate. When Ai meets with King Argaven, he tells Ai that Estraven had in fact been advising him to refuse to meet with Ai. Argaven calls Estraven a traitor and warns Ai not to trust anyone. The King then urges Ai to state plainly what his business is. Ai tells Argaven that he has been sent by the Ekumen, a league of 83 planets who want to extend membership to Gethen. Ai explains to the King that “the Ekumen is not a Kingdom, but a co-ordinator, a clearinghouse for trade and knowledge” (p.56) between human worlds. Despite this explanation, Argaven refuses the offer. King Argaven is obviously unnerved by the sexuality of other planets, which differs from that of Gethen. Ai tells him that the sexual androgyny which characterises Gethen is very unique and unseen on any other planet, but to Argaven a person who is permanently male or female is a perversion of sexuality.


    4.


    This chapter is another folk tale which tells of two men who sought answers from the Foretellers (the equivalent of fortune tellers on the planet of Gethen) and were not satisfied with the answers they were given.


    5.


    Ai travels to see the Foretellers, and on his journey he does much thinking about the Gethenian way of life. Ai asks the Foretellers if Gethen will join the Ekumen in the next five years. He is given a one word answer – yes.


    6.


    This chapter is narrated in Estraven’s voice. He tells of the morning he received the news he had been exiled and the journey from Karhide that followed.


    7.


    This chapter is a report summary of an investigation into the sexual physiology of the Gethenians. It surmises that the Gethenians were an experiment in terms of sexuality, and also details the reproductive cycle on Gethen. This sexual cycle lasts 26 to 28 days, and it is on the 18th day that ‘kemmer’ begins. It is during this stage that the individuals take on male or female genitalia, thereby enabling reproduction.


    8.


    Ai narrates what he observed as he travelled around Karhide. He hears a broadcast that announces that the King is pregnant. Ai then decides that it is time to travel to Orgoreyn, another country on the planet of Gethen.


    9.


    This chapter contains another Karhidish tale.


    10.


    Ai and Estraven are reunited in Orgoreyn. The political officials in Orgoreyn question Ai about why the Ekumen want Gethen to join them. Ai notices that they are much more direct in Orgoreyn than in Karhide.


    11.


    This chapter contains entries from Estraven’s diary. He talks of Genly Ai and of his ignorance of many of the Gethenian ways. Estraven records that the media in Orgoreyn is being heavily controlled and therefore news of Ai’s presence and his mission is not being circulated properly. Estraven’s diary entries make it clear that there is political manipulation going on behind the scenes in the setting of the novel and that Ai is being used as a tool.


    12.


    This chapter gives another supplementary folk tale.


    13.


    Ai is arrested in the middle of the night. He is drugged and brutally interrogated before being put into a truck with a number of other Gethenians. They are all naked, having had their clothes as well as their basic humanity stripped from them. One dies on the journey. This chapter shows the prisoners’ compassion for each other and their attempts to support each other in a subtle and unspoken way. The prisoners are all taken to a labour camp. Ai falls ill and is left in the infirmary with a Gethenian named Asra who is slowly dying. Ai and Asra exchange stories of their worlds. Ai says that on his planet the inhabitants are in permanent kemmer. Asra asks if this is a place of reward or punishment. In response Ai asks which Gethen is. Asra replies that it is neither. He says it “is just the world, it’s how it is. You get born into it and… things are as they are…” (p.204). Asra dies a day or two later.


    14.


    Estraven rescues Ai from the labour camp. The two finally begin to understand each other. Estraven believes in Ai’s mission.


    15.


    Estraven and Ai decide to travel back into Karhide. The journey will be long and difficult. Their friendship continues to deepen, as does their understanding of each other.


    16.


    This chapter is a return to Estraven’s diary entries. In the main, the content details the pair’s difficulties on their journey. However, towards the end of this chapter, Estraven explains that he is in kemmer, and therefore finding the desire he feels towards Ai difficult to control. He eventually explains this to Ai, and they discuss matters such as loneliness, gender equality and the difference between men and women in Ai’s world.


    17.


    This chapter contains the ‘Orgota Creation Myth’.


    18.


    Ai narrates this chapter and talks of the journey with Estraven over the ice in the past tense. He says that they travelled for over 50 days. Ai recalls the night that Estraven told him he was in kemmer. He says that sexual intercourse between them was not an option as it would have likely destroyed their friendship and made them alien to one another once more. He says the emotional closeness that they shared whilst on their journey was more important and sex would have taken away from this. Ai also says that he finally came to see Estraven as both a man and woman.


    19.


    The pair finally make it to the border. Ai gets a message to his ship telling them to land in Karhide. There are two guards on the Karhide side of the border armed with guns. Estraven makes a dash for the border but is gunned down and killed.


    20.


    Ai is arrested and later summoned by King Argaven. Ai’s ship lands. Ai goes to visit Estraven’s family, and he gives them the diaries that belonged to Estraven. Estraven’s family ask Ai lots of questions about his journey across the ice with Estraven and about Ai’s homeland.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GENLY AI


    Genly Ai is the novel’s protagonist, and he narrates much of the story. Ai is a foreigner in Karhide. He comes from the country of Terra. Ai is a male, and in his static sexuality he differs from the inhabitants of Gethen. He has been sent on a mission to persuade the Gethenians to join the Ekumen. Genly Ai is observant and patient when it comes to learning the customs in Gethen – he appreciates that to them he is an outsider and he tries to learn their ways from genuine curiosity rather than just as a means of being accepted. Genly Ai is still reluctant to trust many, as he finds it hard to read and understand the other characters and their motives. Genly Ai believes wholeheartedly in his mission to persuade the Gethenians to join the Ekumen, as he thinks it will improve their quality of life. He comes across as a very genuine personality: he does not try to fool others or manipulate situations for his own gain. Genly Ai is a very vulnerable character in the story, for he is like a fish out of water and an outsider with no true allies (until the second half of the novel, when his relationship with Estraven develops). Genly Ai is brave in the face of his suffering in the later part of the text when he is arrested and treated brutally. He reaches the verge of death but somehow manages to regain the strength to survive and eventually succeed in his mission.


    ESTRAVEN


    Estraven’s full name is Therem Harth rem ir Estraven, and when he is introduced in the first chapter of the novel he is the Prime Minister in Karhide. He is also presented as an ally to Genly Ai, as he is in the process of getting Ai an audience with the King. Ai later feels that Estraven is not genuine and has in fact betrayed him. Ai shares this sentiment with the King, who believes Estraven to be a traitor and has him exiled from Karhide with the threat of execution if he returns. Estraven proves himself to be loyal to Ai later in the story when he rescues him from the labour camp and travels with him across the ice to deliver him back to Karhide, thereby risking his life. Estraven remains in the role of protector towards Ai, and his loyalty is proven through his tragic death towards the end of the story. Estraven also proves himself to be truly patriotic, as his support for Ai’s mission stems from the fact that he wants the best for his country and its citizens, and he sees that membership in the Ekumen could be a positive change. Estraven acts as a mentor towards Ai as he teaches him the Gethenian ways and helps him to understand the culture. As with Ai, it initially takes him some time to be patient with the ignorance which stems from the cultural differences. In the end, Estraven


    KING ARGAVEN
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