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EDITORIAL  

 

What Makes Science Fiction Significant? 

     Or fantasy fiction, for that matter, as this is the National FANTASY Fan Federation. 

Well, that term “fantasy” was often used to describe science fiction back in the days 

when the N3F was originated. “These are fantasies”, people would say of the stories 

published in the magazines—much of which talk ended up in the letter columns. 

Sometimes the term “science fantasy” would replace “science fiction”, which was the 

term announced in Amazing Stories. “Scientifiction”, or “scientific fiction” was tried 

out as an alternative term, but the stf wasn’t always that scientific. These 

terms were juggled around quite a bit. Now there is science fiction and fantasy, 

two enduring terms, though there’s an attempt to replace one if not both with 

“Speculative Fiction”. But both science fiction and fantasy are significant, 

which means that they both relate to the problems of the age. Science fiction 

takes an incisive look at the things which happen in modern life, and comes up 

with new thought about these problems, and that is significance. Fantasy 

brings forth the magical elements of living, such as there being life, which isn’t 

scientifically explicable, and has led to much argumentation between the 

science fiction and the fantasy factions where factions have formed. So fantasy 

may be considered a significant phenomenon as it impinges on life. As time has 

passed, science fiction has become noticeable to philosophers, and has started 

noticing philosophy (cf The Cult and its philosophical discussions). Both have 

been notably concerned with the Apocalypse, and form an apocalyptic 

literature. They are a good means toward the formulation of modern thought, 

fully attuned to the problems of the age, and perhaps up front for that purpose.  

     So let us recall that we are discussing a really significant literature when we 

research science fiction or talk about its history. In addition to its history, it’s 

significantly Now. 

 



      EARLY POPULAR LIBRARY SCIENCE FICTION PAPERBACKS 

                                by Jon D. Swartz, N3F Historian 

     

 



    

  

     Popular Library was a New York paperback book company established in 1942 by Leo 

Margulies and Ned Pines. At the time Pines was a major publisher of magazines, 

newspapers, and comic books. The company’s logo of a pine tree was a tribute to Pines, 

and another Popular Library visual signature was a reduced black-and-white copy of the 

front cover on the title page. Most of their early titles were either mysteries or westerns, 

not science fiction (SF), fantasy (F), or horror (H). 

Early Science Fiction Books 

     Although some earlier Popular Library titles had fantastic and/or horror elements (e.g. 

Mead’s THE SEX MACHINE) or were by authors who had written or edited SF/F/H books 

(Anthony Boucher, Sax Rohmer, Leo Margulies, George Orwell, Richard Sale, etc.), the 



first book published by Popular Library that was advertised as SF was THE BIG EYE by 

Max Ehrlich in 1950, the 273rd title published by the company. 

     This first SF book was followed the next year by BEHIND THE FLYING SAUCERS 

written by Frank Scully (1951). DRAGON’S ISLAND by Jack Williamson and REVOLT OF 

THE TRIFFIDS by John Wyndham both appeared the following year. All of these books 

had cover art by the famous pulp artist Earle Bergey. 

     Philip Wylie’s TOMORROW! Was issued in 1956, and a second printing of this book 

took place in 1957. 

     The rest of the Popular Library titles published during the 1950s were mysteries, 

westerns, and “special” titles (quiz, cartoon, and crossword puzzle books)—although a 

few of them had fantasy elements. Later, of course, Popular Library would publish many 

popular SF books, including the Captain Future novels of Edmond Hamilton. 

     One somewhat later title that I did buy (and keep) was THE POST READER OF 

FANTASY AND SCIENCE FICTION, published in the early 1960s. Selected by the editors 

of The Saturday Evening Post, this anthology contained stories by some of my favorite 

authors, including Robert Heinlein, Will F. Jenkins (aka Murray Leinster), Philip Wylie, 

Ward Moore, and Stephen Vincent Benet. Most of the contents were short stories, but 

the book also included “The Answer”, a SF novelette by Wylie. All the stories, of course, 

had been published previously in the Saturday Evening Post. 

     In the mid-1960s, Popular Library published the weird anthology, THE UNHUMANS, 

with stories by H.P. Lovecraft, Ambrose Bierce, John Collier, Hugh Walpole, and other 

genre authors. Of course, in the early 1960s Popular Library also published the classic SF 

novel by Philip K. Dick, THE MAN IN THE HIGH CASTLE. 

Leo Margulies 

     Leo Margulies (1890-1975) was born in Brooklyn, but was raised in Norwalk, 

Connecticut. After briefly attending Columbia University, he began working for 

Munsey’s Magazine, selling subsidiary rights to its stories. 

     At one time in the 1930s, Margulies reputedly edited forty-six different magazines, 

including the SF pulp magazines Startling Stories, Thrilling Wonder Stories and 

Captain Future.  

     Margulies was co-editor (with Oscar J. Friend) of the anthologies MY BEST SCIENCE 

FICTION STORY and FROM OFF THIS WORLD in 1949, and went on to compile several 

other SF/F/H anthologies, many of them with the help of SF fan historian Sam 



Moskowitz. In 1957, Margulies bought the rights to the famous genre magazine Weird 

Tales. 

Ned Pines 

     Ned L. Pines (1905-1990) was a publisher of magazines (e.g. Captain Future, Thrilling 

Wonder Stories, Startling Stories), comic books, and paperback books from 1928 to 

1971. His Standard Comics was the parent company of the comic-book lines Nedor 

Publishing and Better Publications, the most prominent character of which was the 

black-clad superhero The Black Terror. Pines also established Popular Library, which 

eventually merged with Fawcett Publications. 

     Pines became the president of Pines Publications in 1928 and continued to lead the 

company until 1961. He was the president of Popular Library from 1942 to 1966 and its 

chairman from 1966 to 1968. While president, he edited a couple of Popular Library 

cartoon books. Retiring in 1971, he continued to work for the company as a consultant. 

Earle K. Bergey 

 

Earle Bergey 

     Earle Kulp Bergey (1901-1952) was an artist and illustrator who painted cover art for 

thousands of pulp fiction magazines and paperback books. He was born in Philadelphia 

and attended the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts from 1921 to 1926, winning a 

European Competition while at the Academy. He initially went to work in the art 

departments of Philadelphia newspapers, including the Philadelphia Ledger,  and he 

drew the comic strip “Deb Days” in 1927. Early in his career, Bergey contributed many 

covers to the pulp SF magazines Startling Stories, Thrilling Wonder Stories, and Captain 



Future. During this period he was famous for his paintings of half-clad women in 

perilous situations, often wearing brass breastplates. 

Max Ehrlich 

 

Max Ehrlich 

 

     Max Simon Ehrlich (1909-1983) was initially active as an author of radio programs for 

various series, including THE SHADOW; he also wrote some TV scripts of interest, 

including one in 1965 for VOYAGE TO THE BOTTOM OF THE SEA and one in 1967 for 

STAR TREK. 

     His first novel, THE BIG EYE (1949), which was the first release in Doubleday’s SF line, 

concerns an attempt by astronomers to terrify humanity into world peace by 

announcing that a visiting planet is due to hit Earth. His DEAD IS THE BLUE (1964) is a 

borderline –SF nuclear submarine story; THE EDICT (1971) Is a tie-in to Ehrlich’s own 

screenplay for the film Z.P.G. (1972), and deals with an embargo on births. 

     THE REINCARNATION OF PETER PROUD (1974), filmed in 1975 from his own 

screenplay, is a quest novel whose protagonist attempts to track down information 

about his former self, the murder of whom recurs in his dreams; his adventures continue 

in REINCARNATION IN VENICE (1979). SHAITAN: A NOVEL ABOUT MAN INTO BEAST 

(1981) pits a superman against a super-beast in northern India. 



Some Conclusions 

     I was surprised to learn that Popular Library books were so popular—to coin a phrase 

that has probably been coined many times before—because my friends and I didn’t view 

them as being especially readable or collectible. I suppose this was because, at least in 

the 1940s-1950s, the company didn’t publish our favorite genre authors. 

     THE BIG EYE was available at our local library in hardback, so most of us had checked 

it out and read it by the time it came out as a Popular Library paperback. We thought all 

books on flying saucers were nonsense, and usually didn’t read them—much less buy 

them. We did like many of Jack Williamson’s stories, especially the ones that had 

appeared in Astounding Science Fiction, but at the time John Wyndham also wasn’t a 

favorite author of ours. 

     On the other hand, most of us did see the movie based on Wyndham’s REVOLT OF 

THE TRIFFIDS, and enjoyed it. It didn’t appear until the early 1960s, however, long after 

we had graduated from high school/college and were no longer avid readers and 

collectors of SF and F paperbacks. 

     It has been reported that Popular Library lost $1,000,000 in 1957, and almost went 

under. In the early 1980s, the company (along with some other paperback publishers) 

was sold to Warner Books. In effect, this act put Popular Library out of the paperback 

publishing business. 
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FEMINIST SCIENCE FICTION by Jeffrey Redmond 

     Feminist science fiction is a subgenre of science fiction focused on theories that 

include feminist themes including but not limited to gender inequality, sexuality, race, 

economics, and reproduction. Feminist SF is political because of its tendency to critique 

the dominant culture. Some of the most notable feminist science fiction works have 

illustrated these themes using utopias to explore a society in which gender differences 

or gender power imbalances do not exist, or dystopias to explore worlds in which 

gender inequalities are intensified, thus asserting a need for feminist work to continue. 

     “Science fiction and fantasy serve as important vehicles for feminist thought, 

particularly as bridges between theory and practice. No other genres so actively invite 

representations of the ultimate goals of feminism: worlds free of sexism, worlds in which 

women’s contributions (to science) are recognized and valued, worlds that explore the 

diversity of women’s desire and sexuality, and worlds that move beyond gender.” –Elyce 

Rae Helford  

   



   

     Feminist science fiction distinguishes between female SF authors and feminist SF 

authors. Both female and feminist SF authors are historically significant to the feminist 

SF subgenre, as female writers have increased women’s visibility and perspectives in SF 

literary traditions, while the feminist writers have foregrounded political themes and 

tropes in their works. Because distractions between female and feminist can be blurry, 

whether a work is considered feminist can be debatable, but there are generally agreed-

upon canonical texts, which help define the subgenre. 

     As early as the English Restoration, female authors were using themes of SF and 

imagined futures to explore women’s issues, roles, and place in society. This can be seen 

as early as 1666 in Margaret Cavendish’s THE BLAZING WORLD, in which she describes a 

utopian kingdom ruled by an empress. This foundational work has garnered attention 

from some feminist critics, such as Dale Spender, who considered this a forerunner of 

the science fiction genre, more generally. Another early female writer of science fiction 

was Mary Shelley. Her novel FRANKENSTEIN (1818) dealt with the asexual creation of 

new life, and has been considered by some a reimagining of the Adam and Eve story. 

     Women writers involved in the utopian literature movement of the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries could be considered the first feminist SF authors. Their 

texts, emerging during the first wave feminist movement, often addressed issues of 

sexism through imagining different worlds that challenged gender expectations. In 1881, 

MIZORA: A PROPHECY described a women-only world with technological innovations 

such as parthenogenesis, videophones, and artificial meat.  

     It was closely followed by other feminist utopian works, such as Elizabeth Burgoyne 

Corbett’s NEW AMAZONIA: A FORETASTE OF THE FUTURE (1889). In 1892, poet and 

abolitionist Frances Harper published IOLA LEROY, one of the first novels by an African 

American woman. Set during the antebellum South, it follows the life of a mixed race 

woman with mostly white ancestry and records the hopes of many African Americans for 



social equality—of race and gender—during Reconstruction. UNVEILING A PARALLEL 

(1893) features a male  protagonist who takes an “aeroplane” to Mars, visiting two 

different “Marsian” societies; in both, there is equality between men and women. In one, 

Paleveria, women have adopted the negative characteristics of men; in Caskia, the other, 

gender equality “has made both sexes kind, loving and generous.” 

     Two American Populists, A.O. Grigsby and Mary P. Lowe, published NEQUA, OR THE 

PROBLEM OF THE AGES (1900), which explores issues of gender norms and posited 

structural inequality. This recently rediscovered novel displays familiar feminist SF 

conventions: a heroine narrator who masquerades as a man, the exploration of sexist 

mores, and the description of a future hollow earth society (like Mizora) where women 

are equal. 

     THE SULTANA’S DREAM (1905), by Bengali Muslim feminist Rokeya Sakhawat 

Hussain, engages with the limited role of women in colonial India. Through depicting a 

gender-reversed purdah in an alternate technologically futuristic world, Hussain’s book 

has been described as illustrating the potential for cultural insights through role 

reversals early on in the subgenre’s formation. Along these same lines, Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman explores and critiques the expectations of women and men by creating a single-

sex world in HERLAND (1915), possibly the most well-known of the early feminist SF and 

utopian novels. 

     During the 1920s and 1930s, many popular pulp science fiction magazines 

exaggerated views of masculinity and featured portrayals of women that were perceived 

as sexist. These views would be subtly satirized by Stella Gibbons in COLD COMFORT 

FARM (1932) and much later by Margaret Atwood in THE BLIND ASSASSIN (2000). As 

early as 1920, however, women writers of this time, such as Clare Winger Harris in “The 

Runaway World” (1926) and Gertrude Barrows Bennett (1920), published science fiction 

stories written from female perspectives and occasionally dealt with gender and 

sexuality based topics. 

     John Wyndham, writing under his early pen name of John Beynon Harris, was a rare 

pulp writer to include female leads in stories such as “The Venus Adventure” (Wonder 

Stories, 1932), in which a mixed crew travel to Venus. The story opens in a future in 

which women are no longer enslaved by pregnancy and childbirth thanks to artificial 

incubators, which are opposed by a religious minority. Women have used this freedom 

to enter professions including chemistry. Wyndham’s outlook was so rare that in a 

serialization of his novel STOWAWAY TO MARS, one magazine editor “corrected” the 



name of the central character Joan to John. Wyndham then had to write them a new 

final instalment to replace the conclusion in which Joan fell in love and became 

pregnant. [That is not first-class editing.—JT]  

     The Post-WWII and Cold War eras were a pivotal and often overlooked period in 

feminist SF history. During this time, female authors utilized the SF genre to assess 

critically the rapidly changing social, cultural, and technological landscape. Women SF 

authors during the post-WWII and Cold War time periods directly engage in the 

exploration of the impacts of science and technology on women and their families, 

which was a focal point in the public consciousness during the 1950s and 1960s. These 

female SF authors, who were often published in SF magazines such as The Avalonian, 

Astounding, The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, and Galaxy, which were open 

to new stories and authors that pushed the boundaries of form and content. 

     At the beginning of the Cold War, economic restructuring, technological 

advancements, new domestic technologies (washing machines, electric appliances), 

increased economic mobility of an emerging middle class, and an emphasis on 

consumptive practices, carved out a new technological domestic sphere where women 

were circumscribed to a new job description—the professional housewife. Published 

feminist SF stories were told from the perspectives of women (characters and authors) 

who often identified within traditional roles of housewives or homemakers, a subversive 

act in many ways given the traditionally male-centered nature of the SF genre and 

society during that time. 

     In Galactic Suburbia, author Lisa Yaszek recovers many women SF authors of the 

post-WWII era such as Judith Merrill, author of “That Only a Mother” (1948), “Project 

Nursemaid” (1955), “The Lady Was a Tramp”” (1957); Alice Eleanor Jones’ “Life, 

Incorporated” (1955), “The Happy Clown” (1955), “Recruiting Officer” (1955), and Shirley 

Jackson “One Ordinary Day, With Peanuts” (1955) and “The Omen” (1958). These authors 

often blurred the boundaries of feminist SF fiction and feminist speculative fiction, but 

their work laid substantive foundations for second-wave feminist SF authors to directly 

engage with the feminist project. “Simply put, women turned to SF in the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s because it provided them with growing audiences for fiction that was both 

socially engaged and aesthetically innovative.” 

     By the 1960s, science fiction was combining sensationalism with political and 

technological critiques of society. With the advent of second-wave feminism, women’s 

roles were questioned in this “subversive, mind-expanding genre”. Three notable texts 



of this period are Ursula K. Le Guin’s THE LEFT HAND OF DARKNESS (1969), Marge 

Piercy’s WOMAN ON THE EDGE OF TIME (1976), and Joanna Russ’ THE FEMALE MAN 

(1970). Each highlights what the authors believe to be the socially constructed aspects of 

gender roles by creating worlds with genderless societies. Two of these authors were 

pioneers in feminist criticism of science fiction during the 1960s and 70s through essays 

collected in THE LANGUAGE OF THE NIGHT (Le Guin, 1979) and HOW TO SUPPRESS 

WOMEN’S WRITING (Russ, 1983). 

     Men also contributed literature to feminist science fiction. Prominently, Samuel R. 

Delany’s short story, “Time Considered as a Helix of Semi-Precious Stones” (1968), which 

won the Hugo Award for Best Short Story in 1970, follows the life of a gay man that 

includes themes involving sadomasochism, gender, significance of language, and when 

high and low society encounter one another, while his novel BABEL-17 has an autistic 

woman of color as its primary hero and protagonist. Octavia Butler’s KINDRED (1979) 

tells the story of an African American woman living in the United States in 1979 who 

uncontrollably time travels to the antebellum South. The novel poses complicated 

questions about the nature of sexuality, gender, and race when the present faces the 

past. 

     Feminist science fiction continues on into the 1980s with Margaret Atwood’s novel 

THE HANDMAID’S TALE (1985), a dystopic tale of a theocratic society in which women 

have been systematically stripped of all liberty. The book was motivated by fear of 

potential retrogressive effects on women’s rights. Sheri S. Tepper is most known for her 

series THE TRUE GAME, which explore the Lands of the True Game, a portion of a planet 

explored by humanity somewhere in the future. In November 2015, she received the 

World Fantasy Award for Life Achievement for this series. Tepper has written under 

several pseudonyms, including A.J. Orde, E.E. Horlak, and B.J. Oliphant. Carol Emshwiller 

is another feminist SF author whose best known works are CARMEN DOG (1988), THE 

MOUNT (2002), and MISTER BOOTS (2005). Emshwiller had also been writing SF for The 

Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction since 1974. She won the World Fantasy Award 

for Life Achievement in 2005 for her novel THE MOUNT (2002). 

     This novel explores the prey/predator mentality through an alien race. Another 

author of the 1980s, Pamela Sargent, has written the “Seed Series”, which included 

EARTHSEED, FARSEED, and SEED SEEKER (1938-2010), the “Venus Series” about the 

terraforming of Venus, which includes VENUS OF DREAMS, VENUS OF SHADOWS, and 

CHILD OF VENUS (1968-2001), and THE SHORE OF WOMEN (1986). Sargent is also the 



2012 winner of the Pilgrim Award for lifetime contributions to SF/F studies. Lois 

McMaster Bujold has won both the Hugo Award and the Nebula Award for her novella 

“The Mountains of Mourning”, which is part of her series, the “Vorkosigan Saga” (1986-

2012). This saga includes points of view from a number of minority characters, and is 

also highly concerned with medical ethics, identity, and sexual reproduction. 

     More recent science fiction authors illuminate what they contend are injustices that 

are still prevalent. At the time of the LA Riots, Japanese-American writer Cynthia 

Kadohata’s work in the Heart of the Valley of Love (1992) was published. Her story, set in 

the year 2052, examines tensions between two groups as defined as the “haves” and the 

“have nots” and is written as seen through the eyes of a nineteen-year-old girl who is of 

Asian and African descent. Nalo Hopkinson’s FALLING IN LOVE WITH HOMINIDS (2015) 

is a collection of her short stories whose subjects range from an historical fantasy 

involving colonialism in the Caribbean, to age manipulation, to ethnic diversity in the 

land of Faerie, among others. 

     In the early 1990s, a new award opportunity for feminist SF authors was created. The 

James Tiptree, Jr. Award is an annual literary prize for works of science fiction or fantasy 

that expand or explore one’s understanding of gender. Alice Sheldon was a female 

writer who published science fiction under the Tiptree pen name. Science fiction authors 

Pat Murphy and Karen Joy Fowler initiated this subsequent discussion at WisCon in 

February 1991. The authors’  publishing in feminist SF after 1991 were now eligible for 

an award named after one of the genre’s beloved authors. 

     Karen Joy Fowler herself is considered a feminist Sf writer for her short stories, such 

as “What I Didn’t See”, for which she received the Nebula Award in 2004. This story is an 

homage to Sheldon, and describes a gorilla hunting expedition in Africa. Pat Murphy 

won a number of awards for her feminist SF novels as well, including her second novel 

THE FALLING WOMAN (1986), a tale of a personal conflict and visionary experiences set 

during an archaeological field study for which she won the Nebula Award in 1988. She 

won another Nebula Award in the same year for her story “Rachel in Love”. Her short 

story collection, POINTS OF DEPARTURE (1990) won the Philip K. Dick award, and her 

1990 novella “Bones” won the 1991 World Fantasy Award. 

     Other winners of the James Tiptree, Jr. Award include “The Sparrow” by Mary Doria 

Russell (1996), “Black Wine” by Candas Jane Dorsey (1997), “Redwood and Wildfire” by 

Andrea Hairston (2011), “The Drowning Girl” by Caitlin R. Kiernan (2012), “The Carhullan 

Army” by Sarah Hall (2007), “Ammonite” by Nicola Griffith (1993), and “The Conqueror’s 



Child” by Suzy McKee Charnas (1999). All of these authors have had an important 

impact on the SF world by adding a feminist perspective to the traditionally male genre. 

     Eileen Gunn’s science fiction short story “Coming to Terms” received the Nebula 

Award (2004) in the United States and the Sense of Gender Award (2007) in Japan, and 

has been nominated twice each for the Hugo Award, Philip K. Dick Award and World 

Fantasy Award, and short-listed for the James Tiptree, Jr. Award. Her most popular 

anthology of short stories is QUESTIONABLE PRACTICES, which includes stories “Up the 

Fire Road” and “Chop Wood, Carry Water”. She also edited “THE WISCON CHRONICLES 

II: PROVOCATIVE ESSAYS ON FEMINISM,RACE, REVOLUTION, AND THE FUTURE” with L. 

Timmel Duchamp. 

     Duchamp has been known in the feminist SF community for her first novel ALANYA 

TO ALANYA (2005), the first of a series of five titled “The Marq’ssan Cycle”. Alanya to 

Alanya is set on a near-future earth controlled by a male-dominated ruling class 

patterned loosely after the corporate world of today. Duchamp has also published a 

number of short stories, and is an editor for Aqueduct Press. Lisa Goldstein is another 

well-respected feminist sf author. The novelette “Dark Rooms” (2007) is one of her 

better known works, and another one of her novels, THE UNCERTAIN PLACES, won the 

Mythopoeic Award for Best Adult Novel in 2012. 

     Works of feminist science fiction are often similar in the goals they work towards as 

well as the subjects and plot lines they focus on in order to achieve those goals. Feminist 

science fiction is science fiction that carries across feminist ideals and the promotion of 

societal values such as gender equality, and the elimination of patriarchal oppression. 

Feminist science fiction works often-present tropes that are recurrent across science 

fiction, with an emphasis on gender relations and gender roles. Many elements of 

science fiction, such as cyborgs and implants, as well as utopias and dystopias, are given 

contest in a gendered environment, providing a real contrast with present-day gender 

relations while remaining a work of science fiction. 

     Representations of utopian and dystopian societies in feminist science fiction place 

an increased emphasis on gender roles while countering the anti-utopian philosophies 

of the 20th Century. Male philosophers such as John Rawls, Isiah Berlin, and Michael 

Oakeshott often criticize the idea of utopia, theorizing that it would be impossible to 

establish a utopia without violence and hegemony. Many male-authored works of 

science fiction as well as threads of philosophical utopian thought dismiss utopias as 

something unattainable, whereas in feminist science fiction, utopian society is often 



presented as something both achievable and desirable. 

     Anti-utopian philosophies and feminist science fiction come to odds in the possibility 

of achieving utopia. In “Rehabilitating Utopia: Feminist Science Fiction and Finding the 

Ideal”, an article published in Contemporary Justice Review, philosophers against the 

dream of utopia argue that “First is the expectation that utopia justifies violence, second 

is the expectation that utopia collapses individual desires into one communal norm, and 

third is the expectation that utopia mandates a robotic focus on problem solving.” 

     In feminist science fiction, utopias are often realized through a communal want for 

an ideal society. One such novel is summarized in the aforementioned article— 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s novel Herland, in which “Gilman perfectly captures the 

utopian impulse that all problems are solvable. She establishes a society where every 

consideration about a question aims for the rational answer.” Gilman’s utopia is 

presented as something attainable and achievable without conflict, neither enabling 

violence nor extinguishing individualism. 

     In the Parable trilogy by feminist science fiction novelist Octavia Butler, anti-utopian 

philosophies are criticized via a dystopian setting. In the first novel, PARABLE OF THE 

SOWER, following the destruction of her home and family, Lauren Olamina, one of many 

who live in a dystopian, ungoverned society, seeks to form her own utopian religion 

entitled “Earthseed”. Olamina’s utopian creation does not justify the use of violence as a 

means, no matter how expedient, to justify the end, achieving utopia, no matter how 

desirable. Yet we witness that she cannot avoid violence, as it results from little more 

than promulgating ideas different from those held by the majority of those living within 

the current social structure, however disorganized and ungoverned that social structure 

may be. Butler posits that utopian society can never be achieved as an entity entirely 

separate from the outside world, one of the more commonly held beliefs about 

conditions necessary to achieve utopia. Olamina’s, and Butler’s, utopia is envisioned as a 

community with a shared vision that is not forced on all within it. 

     One common trend in feminist science fiction utopias is the existence of utopian 

worlds as single-gendered—most commonly female. In literary works female utopias are 

portrayed as free of conflict, and intentionally free of men. The single-gendered utopias 

of female science fiction are free of the conflicts that feminism aims to eliminate, such as 

patriarchal oppression and the gender inequality inherent in patriarchal society. In a 

statement about these single-gendered utopias, Joanna Russ, author of THE FEMALE 

MAN, theorized that male-only societies were not written because in patriarchal society, 



male oppression is not as pressing an issue as is female oppression. 

     Utopia as an ideal to strive for is not a concept wholly limited to feminist science 

fiction, however many non-feminist science fiction works often dismiss utopia as an 

unachievable goal, and as such, believe that pursuits for utopia should be considered 

dangerous and barren. Anti-utopian theory focuses on the “how” in the transition from 

present  society to a utopian future. In feminist science fiction, the achievement of a 

utopian future depends on the ability to recognize the need for improvement and the 

perseverance to overcome the obstacles present in creating a utopian society. 

     Perhaps the most obvious attraction of science fiction to women writers—feminist or 

not—is the possibilities it offers for the creation of a female hero. The demands of 

realism in the contemporary or historical novel set limits which do not bind the 

universes available to science fiction. Although the history of science fiction reveals few 

heroic, realistic, or even original images of women, the genre had a potential recognized 

by the women writers drawn to it in the 1960s and 1970s. Before this time, the appeal 

for women writers was not that great. 

     The impact of feminism on the science fiction field can be observed not only in 

science fiction texts themselves, but also on the development of feminist approaches to 

science fiction criticism and history, as well as conversations and debates in the science 

fiction community. One of the main debates is about the representation of women in 

science fiction. 

     In her article, “Redefining Women’s Power through Feminist Science Fiction”, Maria 

DeRose suggests that “One of the great early socialists said that the status of women in 

a society is a pretty reliable index of the degree of civilization of that society. If this is 

true, then the very low status of women in science fiction should make us ponder about 

whether science fiction is civilized at all”. The women’s movement has made most of us 

conscious of the fact that Science Fiction has totally ignored women. This “lack of 

appreciation” is the main reason that women are rebelling and actively fighting to be 

noticed in the field anyway. 

     Virginia Woolf relates to this aspect of feminist science fiction in the article “Feminist 

Criticism and Science Fiction for Children”. As she discusses the scarcity of women in the 

field, she states, “During the first period, that of the nineteenth century, apparently only 

two women wrote science fiction, Mary Shelley and Rhoda Broughton”, and continues 

“in the early twentieth century, a few women were successful science fiction writers”. But, 

“The times changed. Repression gave way to questioning and outright rebellion, and in 



the science fiction of the 1960s stylistic innovations and new concerns emerged. “Many 

of their stories, instead of dealing with the traditional hardware of science fiction, 

concentrated on the effects that different societies or perceptions would have on 

individual characters.” 

     Andre Norton, a semi well-known analyst of science fiction, argues along these lines 

as well. As Norton explored one or more novels she came across, she realized that the 

creation of characters and how they are shown is a clear connection to the real world 

situation. From here, she goes in depth of characters in these feminist novels and relates 

them to the real world. She concludes her article along these lines. She wanted to get 

the idea out that feminists have a way to get their voice out there. Now, all their works 

are famous/popular enough for their ideas to be let out. Virginia Woolf can attest to this 

fact. She introduced the idea that women were not represented well in the field till the 

early 1900s and added to the fact by stating, “Women are not represented well in 

science fiction.” 

     Individual characters, as we come to know, have their own perception and 

observation of their surroundings. Characters in novels such as THE GIRL WHO WAS 

PLUGGED IN by James Tiptree and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale are fully 

aware of the situation at hand and their role in society. This idea is the continuation of 

the argument presented by Andre Norton. Woolf argues the same point in her analysis 

of Le Guin’s writing, who has many contributions to the works of feminist science fiction. 

Woolf argues, “What matters to Le Guin is not what people look like or how they behave 

but whether or not they have choice and whether or not they receive respect for who 

they are and what they do rather than on the basis of sex. Feminism is for her not a 

matter of how many women (or characters in science fiction) are housewives, but a part 

of our hope for survival, which she believes lies in the search for balance and 

integration.” 

     This stirs up many questions about equality—a debate which has been going on for 

many years, but nobody seems to have an answer. In this continual search for equality, 

many characters find themselves asking the same question: “Is gender necessary?” 

which is, coincidentally, one of Le Guin’s novels and also another problem arising from 

gender biases.  

     Robin Roberts, an American literary historian, addresses the link of these characters 

and what that means for our society today. Roberts believes that men and women 

would like to be equal, but are not equal. They should be fighting the same battle when 



in fact they are fighting each other. She also debates that gender equality has been a 

problem in every reach of feminism, not just in feminist science fiction. 

     Woolf also tackles this problem, “As she explains in ‘Is Gender Necessary?’, The Left 

Hand of Darkness convinced her that if men and women were completely and genuinely 

equal in their social roles, equal legally and economically, equal in freedom, in 

responsibility, and in self-esteem, …our central problem would not be the one it is now: 

the problem of exploitation—exploitation of the woman, of the weak, of the earth (page 

159)”. 

     Science fiction criticism has come a long way from its defensive desire to create a 

canon. All of these authors demonstrate that science fiction criticism tackles the same 

questions as other literary criticism: race, gender, and the politics of feminism itself. 

Woolf believes that evaluating primarily American texts, written over the past one 

hundred and twenty years, these critics locate science fiction’s merits in its speculative 

possibilities. At the same time, however, all note that the texts they analyze reflect the 

issues and concerns of the historical period in which the literature was written. DeRose 

introduces her article with, in effect, the same argument. She says “the power of women 

in science fiction has greatly depreciated in the past few years”. 

     Feminist science fiction offers authors the opportunity to imagine worlds and futures 

in which women are not bound by the standards, rules, and roles that exist in reality. 

Rather, the genre creates a space in which the gender binary might be troubled and 

different sexualities may be explored. 

     As Anna Gilarek explains, issues of gender have been a part of feminist discourse 

throughout the feminist movement, and the work of authors such as Joanna Russ and 

Marge Piercy explore and expose gender-based oppression. Gilarek outlines two 

approaches to social critique via feminist sf: the use of fantastical elements such as 

“invented worlds, planets, moons, and lands”, used to call attention to the ills of society 

by exaggerating them, or a more straightforward approach, “relying on realist 

techniques to convey the message about the deficiencies of our world and its social 

organization, in particular the continued inequality of women”. 

     There are many examples of redefined gender roles and gender identity found in 

feminist sf, ranging from the inversion of gendered oppression to the amplification of 

gender stereotypes and tropes. In the short story “The Matter of Seggri” by Ursula Le 

Guin, traditional gender roles are completely swapped. Men are relegated to roles of 

athletes and prostitutes while women control the means of production and have 



exclusive access to education. In Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, gendered 

oppression is exaggerated in a dystopian society in which women’s rights are stripped 

away and fertile women are relegated to the roles of handmaids who will bear children 

to further the human race. 

     New books continue the dystopian theme of women living in a society which 

conforms to the wishes of men, at the expense of women’s rights and well-being, such 

as in Louise O’Neill’s young adult novel ONLY EVER YOURS. In this work, females are no 

longer born naturally but are genetically designed before birth to conform to the 

physical desires of men, then placed in a school in which they are taught not to think 

(they are never taught to read), and to focus on appearance until they are rated by 

beauty on a scale at age sixteen, with the top ten becoming the brides of elite men, the 

middle ten forced into concubinage, and the bottom ten forced to continue their lives 

as the instructors at the school in very humiliating circumstances. At age forty, the 

women are euthanized in the post-apocalyptic novel GATHER THE DAUGHTERS, by 

Jennie Melamed. Females living in an island society are sexually exploited from the time 

they are girls, are forced to marry at adolescence, and after they become grandmothers 

must commit suicide. 

     Over the decades, sf and feminist sf authors have taken different approaches to 

criticizing gender and gendered society. Helen Merrick outlines the transition from what 

Joanna Russ describes as the “Battle of the Sexes” tradition to a more egalitarian or 

androgynous approach. Also known as the “Dominant Woman” stories, the “Battle of 

the Sexes” stories often present matriarchal societies in which women have overcome 

their patriarchal oppressors and have achieved dominance. These stories are 

representative of an anxiety that perceives women’s power as a threat to masculinity 

and the heterosexual norm. 

     As Merrick explains, “And whilst they may at least hint at the vision of a more equal 

gendered social order, this possibility is undermined by figuring female desire for 

greater equality in terms of a (stereotypical) masculine drive for power and domination.” 

     Examples of these types of stories, written in the 1920s and 30s through the 50s, 

include Francis Steven’s “Friend Island” and Margaret Rupert’s “Via the Hewitt Ray”; in 

1978, Marion Zimmer Bradley released THE RUINS OF ISIS, a novel about a futuristic 

matriarchy on a human colony planet where the men are extremely oppressed. 

     In the 1960s and 1970s, feminist sf authors shifted from the “Battle of the Sexes”, 

writing more egalitarian stories and stories that sought to make the feminine more 



visible. Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness portrayed an androgynous society in 

which a world without gender could be imagined. In James Tiptree Jr.’s short story 

“Houston, Houston, Do You Read?” women are able to be seen in their full humanity 

due to the absence of men in a post-apocalyptic society. Joanna Russ’s works, including 

“When it Changed” and The Female Man are other examples of exploring femininity and 

a “deconstruction of the acceptable, liberal ‘whole’ woman towards a multiple, shifting 

postmodernist sense of female ‘selfhood’”. 

     Feminist science fiction is evidenced in the globally popular mediums of comic 

books, manga, and graphic novels. One of the first appearances of a strong female 

character was that of the superhero Wonder Woman, co-created by husband and wife 

team William Moulton Marston and Elizabeth Holloway Marston. In December 1941, 

Wonder Woman came to life on the pages of All Star Comics, and in the intervening 

years has been reincarnated  from animated TV series to live-action films, with 

significant cultural impact. 

     By the early 1960s, Marvel Comics already contained some strong female characters, 

although they often suffered from stereotypical female weakness such as fainting after 

intense exertion. By the 1970s and 1980s, true female heroes started to emerge on the 

pages of comics. This was helped by the emergence of self-identified feminist writers 

including Ann Nocenti, Linda Fite, and Barbara Kesel. As female visibility in comics 

increased, the “fainting heroine” type began to fade into the past. However, some 

female comic book writers, such as Gail Simone, believe that female characters are still 

relegated to plot devices (see Women in Refrigerators). 

     Feminism in science fiction shojo manga has been a theme in the works of Moto 

Hagio among others, for whom the writings of Ursula K. Le Guin have been a major 

influence. 

     Feminism has driven the creation of a considerable body of action-oriented science 

fiction with female protagonists: Wonder Woman (originally created in 1941) and The 

Bionic Woman during the time of the organized women’s movement in the 1970s; 

Terminator 2: Judgment Day and the Alien teratology in the 1980s; and Xena, Warrior 

Princess, comic book character Red Sonja, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer. 2001 science 

fiction TV series DARK ANGEL featured a powerful female protagonist, with gender roles 

between her and the main male character generally reversed. 

     However, feminists have also created science fiction that directly engages with 

feminism beyond the creation of female action heroes. Television and film have offered 



opportunities for expressing new ideas about social structures and the ways feminists 

influence science. Feminist science fiction provides a means to challenge the norms of 

society and suggest new standards for how societies view gender. The genre also deals 

with male/female categories, showing how female roles can differ from feminine roles. 

Hence feminism influences the film industry by creating new ways of exploring and 

looking at masculinity/femininity and male/female roles. A contemporary example of 

feminist science fiction television can be found in ORPHAN BLACK, which deals with 

issues of reproductive justice, science, gender, and sexuality. 

     By the 1970s, the science fiction community was confronting questions of feminism 

and sexism within science fiction culture itself. Multiple Hugo-winning fan writer and 

professor of literature Susan Wood and others organized the “feminist panel” at the 

1976 World Science Fiction Convention against considerable resistance. 291 reactions to 

the appearance of feminists among fannish ranks led indirectly to the creation of A 

Women’s APA and WisCon. 

     In the 1970s, the first feminist science fiction publications were created. The most 

well-known are fanzines The Witch and the Chameleon (1974-1976) and Janus (1975- 

1980), which later became Aurora SF (Aurora Speculative Feminism) (1981-1987). 

Windhaven, A Journal of Feminist Science Fiction was published from 1977 to 1979 

by Jessica Amanda Salmonson in Seattle. Special issues of magazines linked to science 

fiction meetings were also published at that moment, like the Khatru symposium’s 

fanzine.  

     FemSpec is a feminist academic journal specializing in speculative fiction, including 

science fiction, fantasy, magical realism, mythic explorations in poetry and post-modern 

fiction, and horror. There is a conscious multicultural focus of the journal, both in 

content and in the diverse makeup of its editorial group. The first issue came out in 

1999 under the editorial direction of founder Batya Weinbaum, who is still the Editor-in-

Chief. Femspec is still publishing as of 2019 and has brought over 500 authors, critics 

and artists into print. Having lost their academic home in May 2003, they increasingly 

cross genres and print writeups of all books and media received, as well as of events 

that feature creative works that imaginatively challenge gender such as intentional 

communities, performance events, and film festivals. 

     Feminist science fiction is even sometimes taught at the university level to explore 

the role of social constructs in understanding gender. 



A Female Perspective On Science Fiction Movies 

by Judy Carroll 

  

  

     I’ve seen a lot of old science fiction movies, in black and white and in color, since I 

started watching them as a child. One of the things which has stuck with me these many 

years are the actions of many of the female characters—especially the lead character. It 

seems that no matter what position she holds in the story, be it housewife, mother, 

nurse, secretary or scientist, she reacts pretty much the same in similar situations 

involving monsters, aliens, giant animals, chemically mutated humans, and mad 

scientists or military leaders who are determined to let the mayhem continue. She either 

faints in front of the menace, who picks her up and carries her around, or she screams 

and madly runs in the direction of the hero and is picked up before she reaches him, or 

she runs toward the hero and huddles in his open arm as he tries with his free hand to 

blow up, shoot, electrocute, or vaporize the creature.  

     Rarely did these ladies stand up for themselves or anything else, except their family. 

When Mother Bear comes out—RUN! Most of the female characters were single and 

had a major interest in the main male hero, who also had an interest in her. These ladies 

fell apart easily—mentally, emotionally, and sometimes physically. The hero was usually 



the glue that held the leading lady together. 

     Now most of the movies I have been talking about were in the 50s and probably into 

the 60s. I’m not saying I am completely accurate here. These impressions and memories 

are remembered by a twelve and under young girl madly in love with science fiction… 

     As I got older I started to become more selective in what I watched and read. There 

were just too many movies, TV series, and books to choose from. 

     I was really impressed when I first saw ALIEN (1986) with Sigourney Weaver. Her 

character Lieutenant Ellen Ripley is someone to deal with. She is strong, self-reliant, and 

gets the job done. She reminds me of a frontier woman encountering unknown terrain, 

customs, people and situations. At first feeling overwhelmed, scared, uncertain and 

isolated, she finally says, “I’ve had enough. I’m not putting up with this any longer.” 

     I like the change that has taken place in science fiction and in the movie industry. 

     Many of our lead female characters have “grown up”, so to speak. They are 

physically, mentally and emotionally stronger. They try to take care of the problem at 

hand with or without the help from men or other women. I especially like the ones that 

can be strong without becoming a female version of the male action hero. 

 

 

   
Sigourney Weaver in ALIEN 

 

 



             AN EXAMINATION OF INFORMATION RESOURCES by John Thiel 

     In our last issue I listed sites at which historical and other sources of information on 

science fiction and science fiction fandom may be found. Those who clicked “control 

plus click” and found their way to these sites may have been surprised at the abundance 

of information available. I hope that many have benefited from this listing. However, I 

have myself certain objections to these resources, these being perhaps the anonymity 

found behind the sites—as with the old Dell Forums, there was no contact with the 

forum masters, and as with Facebook, there is no contact with the management, and so 

the user does not have interchange capacities as he or she would with a librarian or 

people at an actual forum or an on-the-spot management of anything. I recall that after 

a couple of years at the Analog Forum the novice might learn that one of the people in 

charge of it was named Garcia, but when he didn’t contact the forum, as he rarely did, 

there was no contacting him, and the editor of Analog scarcely ever posted on the 

forum, though you could write him at the magazine address and perhaps get a short 

reply. In this way the Internet is a cold and inscrutable medium. 

     Many are the obstructions to clear communication found on the internet, although 

as you might easily point out, the available communication is provided by the net, and 

one supposes that many of the obstructions are malware, though one wonders how 

anyone was able to acquire this and there is no source of answer or discussion visible to 

one and all on the net. The obstructions exist whether they are due to the net or not. 

The users have a limited range when they seek answers, and significant people like Bill 

Gates, though known, are not contactable. Sure, they’re busy, though I think not with 

contacts.  

     We know some of the people behind these information resources but I have not 

found much luck in contacting them; why they don’t answer my communications I don’t 

know. There is a process of becoming part of the Fanhistory project, and the Wikipedia, 

but I have found neither to be anything but an impassable maze with few responses 

from those running things. Perhaps they, the people running things, are having the 

same problem with these processes that I am. I am wondering whether there is any way 

of investigating this. I am doing this kind of investigation as best I can, but I’d like to 

learn more from others who are doing it. At the present time, our resources are 

somewhat stunted in their development. 



 

There you have the issue.  

 

 

 


