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Rbstract

The popularity of science fiction has always rested on its ability to provide a means for exploring
alterity. It has, over time, provided a symbolic grammar for articulating the perspectives of normally
marginalised discourses of race, gender, and alternative ideologies. It has demonstrated remarkable
sensitivities on the subjects of gender and racial diversity and foregrounded the ideological
constructions of otherness. This can be considered as the radical potential of science fiction. The novels
ceased to be just about swashbuckling heroics by muscle-bulging heroes, out to save their homelands
and heroines. They began to symbolise something more. The Alien or Extraterrestrial became
manipulated representations of real-world characters. They transformed into documents articulating
and passing judgements upon the social situation from which they emerged. Science fiction novels
began to capture the imagination of the feminist movements of the 60s and 70s by offering gendered
readings of stories and characters. They presented a means of textually recreating a symbolic order that
revises gender as a category. This has made it necessary to re-evaluate our understanding of gender as
we follow the story. The trope of the cyborg, part organic and part machine, has been a common theme
in science fiction for many decades. Canadian science fiction particularly opened up a range of
possibilities in deconstructing traditional notions of gender. Some of the writers set their novels in the
future, dealt with new technologies such as computers and cyborgs. The 1960s are notable for the
emergence of writers like Phyllis Gotlieb, internationally appreciated as the writer of psychologically
probing science fiction stories. Her fiction dramatises the crises faced by telepathic beings and sentient
animals. This article deals with how the two novels written by Phyllis Gotlieb, Flesh and Gold and Violent
Stars, subvert the traditional notions of gender and help in creating a new mythology of cyberspace. The
article examines how the trope of the cyborg—half man and half machine—has been used effectively to
explore gender concerns and redefine popular notions of masculine and feminine. The deconstruction
of gender inevitably results in its effective reconstruction and raises questions regarding its outcome.

Keywords
Science Fiction, Gender, Cyborg, Cyberspace, Subversion, Alternate Worlds,
Humanoids, Sentient, Clones.
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Women's Science Fiction today constitutes one of the most exciting and vigorous
aspects of the mode both in terms of texts and critical works. It is a development that
specifically started in the 1960s traversing through dialogues with the male canon of the Pulps
and the Golden Age of Science Fiction. The writers themselves adopted a conscious political
stance by choosing to intertwine space adventures with questions of identity and power
relations. Women Science Fiction writers insisted the text be gendered. Futuristic novels
appeared with women subjects assimilating traditional male virtues—physical strength and
courage, leadership and logical ability. The new wave writers did not stop with appropriating
these masculine traits but went beyond to question the nature of gender and social constructs.
As Sarah Lefanu has put it:

One of the major theoretical projects of the second wave of feminism is the

investigation of gender and sexuality as social constructs [..] The stock

conventions of science fiction—time travel, alternate worlds, entropy, relativism,

the search for a unified field theory—can be used metaphorically and

metonymically as powerful ways of exploring the construction of ‘woman’

(Lefanu 4-5)

Ursula Le Guin in her award-winning classic The Left Hand of Darknessand her
Dispossesseddealt with the concept of a sexually neutral, genderless race of people who become
male or female only during mating times called ‘Kemmer’. Pamela Sargent reversed the roles in
The Door to Women'’s Country depicting women-only cities that controlled the technology of the
wilderness. In the late 60s and 70s, many women writers of science fiction explored similar
themes and many more mainstream writers questioned the prevailing gender concepts. Most
of them set their novels in the futureand dealt with new technologies like computers and
cyborgsreflecting the collapse of literary boundaries that characterize the postmodern period.
Society constructed gender and hence it could be deconstructed and new models of being
conceived.
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Phyllis Gotleib, the Grand Dame of Canadian Literature is rightfully called the Matriarch
of Canadian Science Fiction. During the entirety of the 60s and 70s,Gotlieb was the only writer
who occupied the center stage of science fiction writings in Canada. She was internationally
acclaimed as a writer of psychologically thrilling science fiction stories that featured sentient
and telepathic beings. Her novels demonstrate a strong interest in family relationships,
historical roots, and the cultural implications of biological or technological possibilities. What
Gotlieb has done through her novels is use the science fiction encounter with differences to
focus on gender concerns. Joanne Russ in her seminal essay “The Image of Women in Science
Fiction” stipulates that “one would think science fiction the perfect literary mode in which to
explore (and explode) our assumptions about “innate” values and “natural” social
arrangements. Russ points out that “speculation about the innate personality differences
between men and women, about family structure, about sex, in short about gender roles, does
not exist at all”. ...There are plenty of images of women in science fiction. There are hardly any
women” (Russ 79-80).

The two novels Flesh and Gold and Violent Stars explicitly deal with the very concerns
that Russ echoes in her essay. They are set in the vast framework of intergalactic terrorism but
surely explore the subtle relationships between the various characters involved. The way
Gotliebmolds the typical science fiction attributes to suit her needs validates her importance as
a feminist science fiction writer in the Canadian realm. Her characterization which includes the
proud and towering Skerow, the fearful but helpful Ned Gattes, and the fearless Kobai, bursts
forth into an impressive range with the humanoids like Lyhhrt and the Spartakos. I would like
to examine one particular image of our postmodern world, that of the cyborg, and see how it is
used to question and redefine our notions of masculine and feminine.

Critic and Theorist Donna Harraway have celebrated the feminist potential of the
cyborg. Part organic, part machine, the cyborg has been a common theme in science fiction for
many decades. We have examples of menacing cyborgs like the Daleks of Dr. Who or the Borg
of Star Trek. Harraway chooses to be controversial by claiming the trope of the cyborg as a
feminist icon. Her point is that as human beings who rely on machinery to an intimate and
unprecedented degree, we (she is addressing herself to women) are already cyborgs, that is
“the boundary between science fiction and social reality is an optical illusion” because “the
cyborg is a matter of fiction and lived experience that changes what counts as women’s
experience in the late twentieth century” (Harraway 149). Her examples begin with real life,
the commonplace cyborgs created by technological innovations in the field of medicine,
industry, war, and everyday life- a cyborg amalgamation of flesh and the various machinery
involved. She then seamlessly moves on to the representation of cyborgs in science fiction, in
which a variety of (mostly) female authors is lauded for creating “a myth about identity and
boundaries which might inform late twentieth-century political imagination” (Harraway 173).

The cyborg may be monstrous or magnificent like aliens but it turns out to be the site of
the encounter with difference. In the words of Jane Donawerth, “stories of alien women in
science fiction by women thus take on, unmetaphor, and live out the cultural stereotypes of
women. In each case, the narratives confront and transform the stereotypes” (Donawerth 107-
8). This process of unmetaphoring, of unpacking and making explicit the metaphor by which
the stereotypes work, is exactly the strength of science fiction as a materialist mode of writing.
Instead of presenting a woman as a metaphorical alien in contemporary society, a science
fiction text can present an actual woman as an actual alien; and can attack the stereotype in a
more direct and powerful manner. This is evident in the two characters, Lyhhrt and Skerow
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who are the main action pullers in the two novels. They bring along with them a large number
of characters, male, female, and robots, in their quest for justice and salvation. The Lyhhrt, a
typical cyborg adheres to Harraway’s definition of the cyborg as a “cybernetic organism, a
hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction [...]"
(Harraway 149).

The Lyhhrt were peaceful neutrals with no defenses except the power of their minds.
They were attacked by the terrible Ix who were their nearest living neighbours. This made
them seek the help of the Galactic Federation of which they were not members. The Lyhhrt
rightly echoes their attitude towards the other species when he speaks to Lebedev: “I do not
blame them in a way. My people, like those snobs the Khagodi, would not even speak to those
they considered lesser mortals then, and the category included all outworlders and especially
non-telepaths. It is only within the hundred and fifty years that we like the Khagodi—learned
to do so” ( F&G 213-214). This attempt to share the platform with the morally upright Khagodi
shows the innate urge for moral and spiritual cleanliness.

The Galactic Federation or GalFed, asks the Zamos’' scientific division, the Zamos
Foundation in Surgical Techniques, to help the Lyhhrt. They were always working on new
materials and practices, manufacturing blood and flesh to heal bodies destroyed in the
intergalactic wars. They provided an artificial organic medium for the Ix to lay eggs in, the sole
demand of the Ix. The Lyhhrt were left alone but not without paying the price. They swore an
oath and signed a contract, selling their souls to Zamos for one Cosmic Cycle -one hundred and
twenty-nine years—and agreed to serve them in whatever capacity they chose. This was how
they learned to become physicians, surgeons, lawyers, metal workers, and philosophers. Even
after joining the GalFed, their priority was the service of Zamos.

Flesh and Gold features a doctor Lyhhrt who attends to the hundreds of inhabitants of
the Zamos brothel in the port city of Starry Nova. His duty is to check the strength of the new
recruits and monitor the most ambitious project of Zamos: the production of clones. He is the
super brain behind all the technological and biological innovations of Zamos. In due course, he
turns out to be inextricably linked to all the operations managed by the Zamos. They begin to
have a rethinking about letting him away at the end of one Cosmic Cycle. At the time that
Lebedevassumed office at the brothel, discussions were going on between the Zamos and the Ix
on this matter. The Zamos represented by the Triumvirate want to extend the contract for one
more cosmic Cycle. For this, they make use of the Ix to threaten the Lyhhrt. The Lyhhrt by this
time, long separated from the homeland is thoroughly shaken by the abyss of sin into which he
had fallen. The arrival of Kobai, the sentient evolved Solthree from the land of the Khagodis,
affects him to a great degree. Using him, the Zamos corporation, had managed to evolve new
species of animals, used for slavery and prostitution. They are not even to be called humans as
Dusky Dell in Violent stars admonishes Ned,” [...] but these O’e folk, like Ama, that all got so
much freedom after Zamos fell apart? they don’t get anything else because they’re not even
allowed to call themselves human beings! Most days you’ll see them lying around on those
stairs drunk or full of cheap dope, with their faces eaten out by skegworm or some other kind
of filth that doesn’t even come near us human beings” (VS 53).

Kobai represents the thousands of clones who were safely kept in the water of the
Isthmuses. The fact that she becomes pregnant endangers her and is brought for further
studies and experiments to the Lyhhrt. But the Lyhhrt, machine though he is, cannot stand
apart while strangers tear open the fragile yet effervescent body of Kobai. Her plight instills in
him a sense of shame. He assumes responsibility and exhibits a rare human sentiment when he
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confesses to Lebedev: “[...], I think I am going mad. I truly love that woman. I have sunk into
depravity and individualism. [ am a pervert” (F&G, 129).

Lyhhrt also exhibits an understanding of the work shell that he wears. They are noted
for their love for jewelry and ornamentation. They can at times adorn themselves with
glittering gold work shells or at other times chose the plainer copper and bronze shells. These
work shells distance them from others. The Lyhhrtcould be hiding anywhere in the torso: also
they were excellent mind readers. This made their presence intimidating, especially to Lebedev
and Gattes. Bullivant of Violent Stars also shares this feeling of anything machine-like. The
uneasiness is very soon dissolved as he becomes the crusader in the fight against Zamos.

The Violent Starsfeatures the bronze and gold Lyhhrt—the same being fissioned and
kept in two different work shells. The I/We status is so characteristic of the Lyhhrt that it
comes as a shock when itbegins to develop individual thinking. This is evident from their
conversation which traces the boundary of a debate. The bronze Lyhhrt is skeptical about
Ned’s capability in finding Spartakos but the gold one has the final word: “If it were my choice
alone I would eradicate that one: Bronze said: But it is not “your” choice, not does “I” exist. It is
[/We that make our choices. Are we not sufficiently steeped in evil and failing faster? (VS 114).

The collective consciousness of the Lyhhrt may be considered analogous to that of the
Borg in the Star Trek series. Bringing together organic and machine in a slightly old-fashioned
but stylishly designed package, the Borg represents the most extreme alien foe the Federation
has encountered. The Borg collective, in which all individuality is utterly squashed and
everyone works for the good of the whole appears at first sight as a rather crude satire on
Communism, pitted against the ‘American’ individuality of the Enterprise crew. They represent
everything the Federation is not, focusing our attention on the way their mode of being is
literally beyond our ability to comprehend. This is the true nature of ‘otherness’, that an alien
would be not basically like us but radically and totally unlike you or me or anything we can
conceive. The Federation is a centered civilization; it is literally centered on what the series
refers to several times as ‘sector zero zeroone’ or Earth; and also metaphorically centered on
certain core values, the beliefs, and ideologies at the center of human existence which give
purpose and meaning to our lives. The Borg have no center, they have no purpose or meaning,
and don’t need them. The postmodern theory of French thinkers Gilles Deleuze and Felix
Guattari distinguishes between on the one hand the ‘arboreal’ or tree-like logics of more
traditional cultures, which like a tree function in one up-down direction, are hierarchical and
restricted; on the other hand the rhizomatic or root-like logics of postmodernism—which, like
a system of roots under the soil, make all manner of interesting connections in all sorts of
directions and dimensions (Jameson,78). According to this postmodern perspective, the Borg
are rhizomatic; decentered, and associative; the Federation, on the other hand, is arboreal,
centered, and structured. The Borg do without notions of ‘individuality’ of ‘center’ or
‘structure’, of ‘purpose’ or ‘meaning’. The Lyhhrt cannot think of a hierarchy, the only center
they can think of that is home, the planet of Lyhhr. His only purpose or meaning is to lie “in a
layer among his fellows with pseudopods entwined under the wet and grey-green skies of his
world”(F&G, 129). But there has been a gradual change inhis outlook. Kobai’s influence proves
to be instrumental in bringing about a radical change. But here also there is no change in the
collective consciousness. The “I/We” state is maintained till the end of the first novel. The
Lyhhrt in the second novel has seen a world full of corruption and treachery and identifies the
traits of deception even in the peaceful mind of Lyhhr. This is evident when they finally decide
to leave the planet of Khagodis for the sake of the innocent who were being butchered:
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Khagodi have not been like what we knew for some time. They have been

demoralized by discovering how many of their landsmen have worked for

Zamos: He added, And Lyhhrt hired many of them to do Zamos’s work: Gold had

never before in his life referred to their people as Lyhhrt rather than I/We.

Bronze twitched and rattled for a moment and then ventured: (They are not the

only ones demoralized.): Very faintly. A whisper of thought. (VS 193-94)

This whisper of thought actualizes itself in the form of an Ix acolyte which is a Lyhhrt
disguised as an Ix working in the spaceship Ygszu.

The gradual progress of the development of the Lyhhrt mind, has been used by Gotlieb
to depict the endless possibilities that such developments usually create. While the Lyhhrt in
the Zamos brothel ends up destroying themselves and their enemies, they are no longer
impervious to evil. Violent Stars depict the change in the collective mentality of the Lyhhrt and
show how the very same being can be used for both good and bad purposes. Thus individuality
need not always bring about positive results but also can be used to foster evil.

Spartakos makes his first appearance in the novel Flesh and Gold. He was a robot in the
shape of a male Solthree. Gotlieb conveniently dresses him up in male attire and throughout
the novel and the next, is described in male pronouns. He marvels everyone with his eloquence
but produces the same repulsion that robots usually make in humans. In the first novel, he
apart from rescuing Ned and Zella, is not given any further credit. But the second novel finds
the character of Spartakos blooming into its most exquisite form. We find that Spartakos, the
machine with the human consciousness, was actually developed by the Lyhhrt. This was an act
to nullify the effect of their original sins. This was an act to nullify the effect of their original
sins. The Spartakos, was the guardian angel of the O’e. The Lyhhrt in an attempt to smother the
guilty feeling had programmed Spartakos to help the O’e. But the machine, unknowingly to
Lyhhrt, developed a consciousness akin to human beings. This made him desert the Lyhhrt and
go into hiding. His sole mission now becomes the upliftment of the O’e. He is horrified that after
the destruction of the Zamos, the O’e are left without anything for them to turn back on and the
Lyhhrt seemed too preoccupied to bother. He aptly voices his concern to Ned:

That one God has not great sum to do with me, does that One? “Spartakos’s voice,

a baritone instrument like every Lyhrht’s, muted itself so that no one but Ned

could hear it. “No, it is He or She or Tree or Stone. Not what made me, which is

Lyhhrt. | was made by Lyhhrt, by flesh like yourself under that gold and bronze-

to believe that [ was a guide and a lighthouse until Zamos was destroyed, when

the Lyhhrt would be safe and the O’e were free. Now the Lyhhrt are safe enough

because they are protected from the Ix by Galactic Federation, but the O’e are

swept into corners and left to rot. And myself that worked so hard to bring all of

that to pass is as nothing, and I find that I am no more than an adding machine

for Zamos'’s sins against the Lyhhrt. I did not know where else to hide myself

from that. (VS 136)

Spartakos also expresses his revulsion at the hideous monkey creatures into which the
other part of his filing system is fitted.

In the beginning, Spartakos is happy having the name of a slave, but not being a slave at
all. His duty was primarily to guide the tourists who came to visit the Palace of Knossos. But as
time passes on, he understands the chains that bound him to the Lyhhrt, his creator. He abhors
the stifling air that he is made to breathe in the name of freedom and rebels against his masters
who become ungodly in the new light shed on them. This reverberates in the minds of modern
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women who also struggle with the concept of independence and wonder how to exist in
relationships other than as ‘other ‘to men. His condition may be considered similar to women
who find their husbands, whom they had been taking care of for quite long, dead one fine
morning. They find their future life devoid of prospects and bleak. He suffers the same anguish.
Taking care of others is indeed a high virtue. When it is assigned by society or by a
programmer when we have little choice but to obey the dicta of a higher power, the potentially
noble act reduces to a mere grudging acceptance of our enslavement. We must learn to free
ourselves. This is what Spartakos does in the novel. His first commitment is towards the Lyhhrt
but when the Lyhhrt fails, he has no option but to leave them. In both novels the driving force
carrying the narrative forward is feminine. In both novels, the intelligent, self-aware machines
(who are feminized male cyborgs) stand in the same position that women have been to men
until recently - under men’s (or master’s) thumbs. In the contemporary world, men use the
threat of violence to keep women in their place and in modern warfare to terrorize and
‘cleanse’ entire populations. In both books, though, the cyborgs revolt and take the first steps to
reconstruct a new, more tolerant society.

This very same point is illustrated through the characterization of Skerow, the reptile
Khagodi who dispenses justice throughout the GalF’ed. She runs the circuit along with Thordh,
the grave, and senior judge. Her vanity is deeply shaken when Thordh is killed and is accused
of several misdoings. Skerow shares the Lyhhrt’s snobbishness of their own moral uprightness.
She is justice personified; Kobai’s call for help from the brothel windows is mutely accepted
and Skerow’s life now becomes a mission with a purpose. She mobilizes all resources she can
and tries to get Kobai out of the brothel. n this fight, she registers the help of GalFed and its
agents. Her age and her traveling experiences make her a valuable asset in the eyes of GalFed.
These very reasons make her a formidable enemy of the Zamos Corporation, an enemy who
should be wiped out at any cost. Skerow’s character resembles the usual science fiction heroes,
who indulge in swashbuckling heroics, away from their homelands. She is also on a tour, like
them, endlessly surfing the wide worlds of the galaxy that she belongs to. Her courage,
perseverance, and strength all traditional male virtues—makes her instrumental in triggering
off a series of events that resulted in the downfall of the Zamos empire in the first novel and
that of the Star Systems in the second. Her caring nature makes the GalFed put Verona in her
custody. She also becomes a loving godmother to Hasso, Evarny’s limping son. Skerow is the
image of a woman who can be formidable and loving at the same time. She is the hero who in
the end brings the bad guys to the book. She is also the woman who yearns for a life back in the
mountains, reciting poetry and releasing the hidden sorrows which have accumulated through
the years.

The two significant male characters are Ned Gattes and Tom Bullivant. Ned appears in
both novels while Bullivant appears only in the second one. Their characterization is limited to
a sub-plot where they encounter other characters who are merely pawns in the hands of the
novelist. Even though both Ned and Bullivant have all the physical traits of strength and exhibit
valor and courage, their characters are ancillary to the leading players. Their voice hardly rises
above the average and Ned is constantly reminded of the Solthree history of treachery and
deception. In a raging display of uneasiness, he yells at the Lyhhrt, “just because I'm made of
flesh and not gold doesn’t mean I'm any goddamn animal!” [...] “My oath is as good as yours or
anybody else you want to call on” (VS 114). He lacks the perseverance that Skerow
demonstrates. At the beginning of Violent Stars, we find him safely tucked away, looking after
his family. Only his oath makes him come back into the vicious cycle that he loathes. And it is
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no wonder that Lyhhrt is suspicious of him. Bullivant on the other hand becomes an easy pawn
in the hands of his enemies and succumbs to manipulation. He suffers a mental block and is
reduced to a helpless spectator while his daughter is whisked away by the Ix. Both these
characters show a lack of ‘male’ vigor which characterizes Skerow. Gotlieb subverts the
traditional notions of gender and makes us think about the significance of it in a fast-moving
world like ours.

Here, in the distant future, with justice being dispensed by dominating woman figures,
where evil and good are both handled by women, where a race of all women slaves try to
resurrect their lost lives, where cyborg leaders try to instill conscience into other sentient
human beings, a happy resolution becomes possible. Where do we draw the line between
human and machine, masculine and feminine, life and non-life? The boundaries are blurring,
not just in fiction but in our early twenty first century reality.As matter of fact, Fiction such as
Flesh and Gold and Violent Stars are helping to create a new mythology of cyberspace. It can be
a mythology that shakes out traditional notions of intelligence and gender to the core. We can
negotiate with emerging trends in Artificial Intelligence, new ways of being or we can submit to
the old, narrow definitions based on class, race, and gender. We can give birth to infinite
possibilities for shaping our realities just as Gotlieb is helping to reshape our mythologies.
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