
Welcome to the January Meeting of Alien Worlds!  

This month we are reading The Left Hand of Darkness by Ursula 

Le Guin.  Published in 1969, the novel won both the Hugo and 

Nebula Awards.  Today, it is generally considered the number 

two novel in science fiction, ranked after Frank Herbert’s Dune.  

High praise, indeed.  At the time that The Left Hand of Darkness 

was published, critics and fans focused their discussions on the 

androgynous inhabitants of Gethen.  But Le Guin has always said 

that the novel was centrally focused on communication and 

language and the difficulties inherent in vastly different cultures 

understanding each other.  How can two cultures communicate when the basic assumptions that underlie 

their languages and cultures are almost incomprehensible to the other culture?  As our world becomes smaller 

and as we struggle with understanding the assumptions made by different groups in our own culture, The Left 

Hand of Darkness becomes a uniquely timely book to read in 2018. 

January is the perfect time to read a novel set on a planet called Winter.  Le Guin is a master at world-building, 

creating a culture that lives on a frozen planet.  Imagine planning the culture so meticulously that all the drinks 

are served with tools to break up the ice that forms on the drink between sips!  As you read, make note of the 

aspects of this world that you find intriguing and the science and mechanics that make this Winter society 

work. 

The Left Hand of Darkness is also a political thriller.  In interviews, Le Guin is adamant that we are not to read 

Karhide as America and Orgoreyn as Russia.  She purposely mixed different elements of both political cultures 

in both countries.  At the same time, as in our own world, where you live and how you negotiate your life 

within that political culture often is a major determinant on your decisions.  How do we see this in Estraven’s 

actions?  And how is Genly Ai affected by his outsider status? 

Finally, The Left Hand of Darkness is a story of duty, truth and trust.  The two main characters are Genly Ai and 

Estraven.  This is their story of individuals learning to trust while struggling to maintain their duty to their own 

cultures.  It is this individual struggle and the richness of these two characters that elevate this book beyond 

the usual science fiction novel.  Make note of those moments of struggle and acceptance of one another that 

you find memorable.  Why do these scenes resonate with you? 

A note on the structure of the novel:  There are four narrators in The Left Hand of Darkness.  Genly Ai tells his 

story.  Estraven tells his story.  There is an unnamed female investigator who explains the sexual differences 

on Gethen.  And there are a series of mythic stories interspersed within the narratives.  While some 

recommend that you skip the mythic sections and focus on Genly Ai and Estraven, I encourage you to read the 

myths as you encounter them.  Each mythic story deepens your understanding of what is happening and 

points to an important truth that will be revealed shortly.  Like most myths, it is not usually clear what that 

truth is.  Don’t worry.  Accept the myth on its own merits and you will be surprised how some aspect of the 

culture or the individual journeys of Genly Ai and Estraven are illuminated in a way you never considered. 

Enjoy The Left Hand of Darkness.  It is the perfect novel for dark winter evenings!  I look forward to discussing 

it with you when we meet on Tuesday, January 30 at 6:30.  See you there! 


