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Sample analytical response:  
The Left Hand of Darkness
‘Fear is at the heart of The Left Hand of Darkness.’  
Do you agree? 

In many ways, Ursula Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness is a novel 
of opposites – of ‘Light, dark … Cold, warmth. Female, male’ – 
suggesting that differences are integral to human experience. It also 
explores the challenges that differences can pose, and the ways in 
which a fear of difference, of the ‘other’, leads to a fear of change. In 
this sense, fear is central to Le Guin’s text, particularly in relation to 
political change and Genly Ai’s experiences in coming to terms with a 
new world. Ultimately, though, it is Genly’s acceptance of difference 
that proves to be central to the novel’s message of hope.

Patriotism and shifting political alliances are significant themes in The 
Left Hand of Darkness. Through them, the novel offers insight into 
the role that fear plays in shaping human societies and behaviour. As 
Estraven explains, patriotism in Karhide does not represent a love of 
one’s country, but rather ‘the fear of the other’, encouraging only ‘hate, 
rivalry, aggression’ among citizens. King Argaven is the personification 
of this fear throughout Le Guin’s narrative. He admits that ‘fear is 
king’ and asserts that anything outside of his world can only be ‘void 
and terror and darkness’. As a result, he constantly refuses to meet 
with Genly – a refusal that reflects Argaven’s fear of the political and 
social changes that would result from Gethen becoming a part of the 
Ekumen. To a large extent, then, it is the King’s fear of political change 
that prevents Genly from completing his mission and introducing 
Gethen to a more advanced and outward-looking way of life.

However, it is not only Argaven who fears change. Genly’s experience 
on Gethen is ultimately an enlightening journey, but initially it also 
demonstrates his own fear of the confronting differences between 
himself and the Gethenians. This is shown by his immediate distrust 
of Estraven for no evident reason. Genly later admits that Estraven 
was ‘the only Gethenian I distrusted’, simply because Genly ‘had been 
afraid’ of accepting the differences between them. He also resists the 
change to his own sense of self that might have resulted from greater 
acceptance. This fear strongly affects Genly, stalling his mission until 
he is able to trust Estraven more completely. Much of the text focuses 
on the often strained relationship between the two, exploring the ways 
in which fear of otherness not only limits personal relationships but can 
also prevent social progress. 

As the narrative provides a greater insight into Estraven’s perspective 
through his diary entries, it becomes increasingly clear that he is not 
as untrustworthy as Genly believes him to be. He astutely informs 
Genly that his life is in danger, but Genly ignores the warning, only 
to be kidnapped soon after. Estraven observes that ‘fear undoes his 
[Genly’s] mission’, implying that if Genly does not begin to trust him 
then he will not be successful in his task as Envoy. Indeed, Genly’s 
struggle to accept otherness constantly warps his perception of 
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Estraven, whom Genly refuses to view as a friend or ally, even when 
he needs Estraven most. 

Ultimately, though, fear gives way to acceptance. This idea 
resounds most strongly in Genly’s final recognition of the similarities 
– rather than the differences – between himself and the people of 
Gethen. In the end, Genly embraces change and his outlook shifts 
fundamentally: from initially viewing Estraven as a stranger and alien, 
to forming an ‘acceptance of him as he was’. This acknowledgement 
that Estraven is indeed both a friend and fellow human surpasses 
Genly’s fear of that which is profoundly different. He admits to himself 
that the reality of Estraven as ‘a woman as well as a man’ was once 
frightening to him; it is something that he ‘had always been afraid 
to see’. Yet he realises that overcoming this fear is indeed the true 
meaning of his mission: rather than changing the Gethenians’ view of 
him, he must instead ‘be changed’ by this strange world himself.

The importance of accepting change is expressed strongly by the 
Gethenian religion of the Handdara through the belief that ‘the only 
thing that makes life possible is permanent, intolerable uncertainty: 
not knowing what comes next’. Without this understanding, Le Guin 
suggests that one will inevitably go through life fearing the future, 
rather than accepting that with the passing of time comes change. 
Genly demonstrates this acceptance when he finally comes to view 
the Gethenians as similar to himself. The ‘familiar’ face of a Gethenian 
is now ‘a relief to him’ – ‘not a man’s face and not a woman’s, a 
human face’. This perspective ends the novel positively, suggesting 
that something regarded as alien and unknown, and therefore feared, 
can with experience and understanding become familiar, trusted, and 
even loved.

Fear affects Genly throughout his journey. It is at the core of King 
Argaven’s political anxiety as well as of Genly’s misunderstanding of 
the differences between himself and the Gethenians. More broadly, 
a fear of the ‘other’ prevents the characters from transforming their 
society in positive ways. However, Genly’s eventual acceptance of 
both change and the otherness of an alien species suggests that fear 
can transform into empathy and, subsequently, friendship and growth.
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