WOMIN IM THE  FICTICH OF AMDRE MORTONM

For a long time before concern over sexism in SF became
wide-spread, Andre Morton had heen quietly providing us with strong
female characters, and exploring the woman's side of sexist societies
in her fantasies and science fiction. ‘

I startecd reading her fiction in_, 1959 when there were about
fifteen novels available, Mone of these have a woman as a central
character, and only two, The Stars Are Ours and Star Gate, have a
female character of any importonce at all.

Presumahly this, as ell as Morton's choice of a male (if
slightly ambiquous) pseudonvm, resultecd from the then current notion
of SF as a field suitable only for male readers and writers. Norton
did not abide by such restrictions much longer. In 1760 she puhlished
Storm Over “arloclk which involved an alien matriarchial society, and
althouagh the domination of males is not approved of, neither is the
society nortrayed as ridiculous or more evil than the human one.
Shortly thereafter Witch Yorld, one of her finest novels, introduced
two very stronec and active female characters in Loyse and Jaelithe.
Tn this story the countrv of Fstcarn is a matriarchy and Karsten has
only recently abolished matrilineal succession. It is also notahle
that “stcarp's witches, axcept for the extent of their powers, are
very close to the actual noture of witches in our history, althouah
at the time the hook was written the church-sronsored notions of
trcffic with Satan and so on dominated most fantasy. Jaelithe is
shown as wise, powerful, ancd dominant; Loyse as indenandent and det-
ermined. Theses qualities and the two women's friendshin were most
welcome, and at the time rare--contrasts to the stereotypec female
characters found elsewhere.

Yorton has said, "when 1 wrote my first heroine-centred hook--
nrdené in Otherwhere--the pudlisher nrotested aaainst such innovation
*ees " T can well helieve it. In this sequel to Storm Cver “arlock
Charys Mordholm is devoted to knowledae rather than tracditional fem-
ininity; further, she gets out of pro“lems usina her own inaenuity,
rescues her male companion, Shann Lantee, twice, and ahsolute'y refus-
es to he "nrotected," The scene where she convinces Shann of this last

1. Star Man's Son, Star Rangers, The Stars Are Curs, The Sar-
qasso of Space, star Guard, The Grossroads of Time, l'laque Ship, Sea
“ieqe, Star forn, Star Cate, 1he Time Traders, The Neast Master, Cal=-
actic NDerelict, The “ecret of the Lost Face, and Voodoo Planet.

2« Interview in Fntrooy "7, quoted in Yorlcs of If, Aunust, 1074,
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is very wall and subtly done.3 Another thina vwhich no doubt alarmed
’ the publishers just as much is that Chorys is "plain® by her society's
standarcasg, renlacing the "“eautiful qgirl" convention with a touch of
realism.

Since she wrote Witch “orlc Norton's work has divided quite
firmly into semarate streams of fantasy and science fiction. The
fantasies are mostly set in the "witch world" in one of a numbher of
countries. The stories minht be said te he of the "sword and sorcery”
type excent that tih= svord is rmuch less amphasizecd anc that they lack
the dearee of vioiance and misoayny common to most exomples of the
suh-snecies, A new trend noticahle in tha fantasies is that rather
than having an exceptiondl female protagonist omarating in the public
(male) world, the wom~n's side of society is examined. In the feudal
societies shown the domastic cuties of women are nct aiven as mere
backaground but as tha very bhasis of survival. Indeed, with the men
off huntina and fightina mps* of the time it is the women who hold
the civilization togethar.” Generally, the woman are resigned to their
second-class status, bhui they are realists. They don't romanticize
submission, oncd they have a sharp sensn of *heir own aghilities and
worth. The powere of rma~is are largely exorcised by women, and almost
all the women shown reslsting socicty have these nowers to aic them,
In this world there is little nope for indepandent women to hraak
with tradition inside society (axcont pessibly in ~stcarp) so most
of the .heroines fird individual solutions in travels to the edae of
the unknown,

“ost.of the ccience fiction rovels form episodes of a locsely
inteqrated far future histcry. Thousands of planets are colonized hy
humans, ancd mony more have no*ive races o7 various levels of advance-
ment. Thore is no way th» atterpts at governmaent coordination and law
enforcement can work at all wall over cuch distances, so a hasically
unpleasant sexist, copitslist, autheritarian society with such useful
institutions-as contractual slavery is further cis: ‘pted hy pirocy,
cormorate imperialism, and wicd-=spraad orianized crime (does this
sound familiar ). !'est of her protaconists end up falling afoul of
both-lecal and Zllecal atviharitioss, ord it is in some of these
stories that scme female charactars conciously realize that women
are onpressed by *hair sacinty, Wilda c¢'Rhyn in Dread Companion runs

B

ol This might he a good place to note that Shann Lantee is a
very good examnle of the noiure of Morton's male characters. Althouah
not passive (which is selcom a good trait in anyone) he has very little
will to cominance ancd relatrs to Charys on a very equal level. He is
capable of reolizing when his reactions may be basec on prejudice and
of trving t» modify his hehavior,

2. Meecdless to say, on the paper-hack cover she is beautiful,
and Shann who it seems . .i"ly clear in the text, is black is depicted

as the .typical white hero.type.

2 In "Pragon Scole Silver" in Spell of the Witch “World the
women of a refuane group do most of the hunting and fighting as well.




into this directly when all the careers she micht fit into are closed
to her, Maelen, who comes from the only nearly egalitaricn society
shown (in Moon of Three Nings) recoanizes it in all the women she
meats on other planets (in LExiles of the Stars). In Android at Arms
Shara's prompt reproof of the surnrise of the man from a parallel
world that a first captain of the realm’ s forces miaht be a woman

(in fact two out of four such captains are) suggests that the state
of affairs is' recent anc needs protectina.

Asin the fantasies, the women characters are strong and in-
dependent as individuols, bhut scek their. solf-doflnltlon on the
fringes of qenerally sexist societies,

. The 51m1Jcr1tv hetween the fontasy ond science fiction encings
leads us to the dissatisfving asnacts of Morton's work. Any story
not intended as a tragedy is bound to end with the protagondist
having found some indivicual direction in her life, but these endings
are still ‘very unrealistic. Usually the woman finds a satisfying
occupation which she can pursue as she pleases and is pairecd off with
a male componlon. The friendshins are all actually or potentially
romantic in character. This is a wildly improbable outcome for the
women Morton portrays. In the given societies the type of man’'who
would relate to an independent woman as a person would he extremely
rare and the chance of such pairings low. Undoubtably companionship
and sex are hoth imnortant human desires, and to find both in the
same person a happy outcome, but it happens much too easily in
Morton's hooks. T can't help feeling that she could if she wished
deal affect1vo1y W}th women who are forced to choose their intearity
over companlonshlp or who find friendship from several people or
from ancther woman. At the least I think the stories would benefit
if the true difficulty of finding and maintaining a relationship of
equals was at least hinted at,

There is another disturbing set of attitudes whlch is that
the indspendent womrn usually scorn other women who ‘have not rebelled
as personally inacdequate. It does not occur to them that women might
make a common cause aqainst their problems, and in the science
fiction (not so much in the fantasy) they rarely have women friends,

Nespite these problems Andre 'orton has provided more good
women in SF than practically anyone else, and startec doing it
sooner than most. Her use of women has improvecd continuously, and
the incident in Breed to Come may indicate that her treatment of
some of the problem arcas will change. It will be interesting to
watch her future work.

6. . . ; ; . .
In fact, there is one occasion in which a subsidiary
character, Ayana in Preed to Come, chooses this course.




