
[bookmark: _Hlk92455965]The Women Question? The Influence of Culture and Individuality within Feminist Utopias and Dystopias 
Corinne Rachel Cooper 2020217
HPEN7015




























The Women Question? The Influence of Culture and Individuality within Feminist Utopias and Dystopias 

Sir Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) was at the time of publication, regarded as an example of ‘modern’ philosophical thought,[footnoteRef:1] and has since been described as both a classic and a blueprint utopia.[footnoteRef:2]  Inadvertently, More’s text can be read to highlight inequality experienced by women, dating back to the 16th century.[footnoteRef:3]  The term ‘woman’ was used, simply, to define the biological sex at birth (as opposed to gender) [footnoteRef:4] and opportunities for women to challenge patriarchal systems were scarce.[footnoteRef:5]  However, the concept of feminist utopianism has been explored for many centuries and pre-dates the modern feminist movement.  Alessa Johns argues that a ‘large part of feminist utopian writing [began] in the late middle-ages and [continues] today’.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  Jones and Seibel argue that More's modernity is limited due to his commitment to medieval social structures, but that as a Renaissance Humanist, he is interested in the notion of the 'individual'. Judith P. Jones and Sherianne Sellers Seibel, ‘Thomas More’s Feminism: To Reform Or Re-Form’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 10 (1978), 67–77 (p. 68) <https://doi.org/10.2307/4048427>.]  [2:  'Its status as a 'classic', therefore, stems from the fact that its appearance marked the advent of genuinely new possibilities for both the reading and writing of literature'.  Mishtooni Bose, ‘Introduction’, in Utopia, by Sir Thomas More (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1997), p. xiv.]  [3:  Within the context of a 21st century reading and an understanding of 19th, 20th and 21st century history of women's movements and issues in relation to women's rights, empowerment, equality and liberation. There are no clear examples of women's issues specifically raised or debated within the text.  However, it is possible to identify a lack of equality between the sexes within the social construction of More's commonwealth.]  [4:  Joan W. Scott provides a useful overview of the term 'gender' in a feminist historical context in Joan W. Scott, ‘Gender: A Useful Category Of Historical Analysis’, The American Historical Review, 91.5 (1986), 1053–75 (pp. 1053–58) <https://doi.org/10.2307/1864376>.]  [5:  'Women in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth century were challenged with expressing themselves in a patriarchal society that general refused to grant merit to women's views. Cultural and political events during these centuries increased attention to women's issues such as education reform, and by the end of eighteenth century, women were increasingly able to speak out against injustices' from ‘Women in the 16th, 17th, And 18th Centuries: Introduction | Encyclopedia.Com’, p. 1 <https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences/encyclopedias-almanacs-transcripts-and-maps/women-16th-17th-and-18th-centuries-introduction> [accessed 30 December 2021].]  [6:  Johns also argues that feminists 'have joined in celebrating and critiquing utopianism.  On the one hand they have profited from the socio-political changes that visions of better societies have impelled; on the other, they have called into question utopias that depict static perfection...societies so ideal that they have nowhere to go' she also comments that feminists have 'generally side-stepped the blueprint form' for a 'process' or 'reproductive' or 'critical model'.  Johns refers to Bammer, who describes feminist utopianism as visionary, time and culture bound'.  Alessa Johns, ‘Feminism And Utopianism’, in The Cambridge Companion To Utopian Literature, ed. by Gregory Claeys (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 174–99 (p. 174).Angelika Bammer, Feminism And Utopianism In The 1970s (New York: Routledge, 1991).] 

Patriarchal societies, controlled by men are historically dominant; within these the function of the woman, is principally, to serve the man.  Corinne S. Abate and Elizabeth Mazzolla note that early modern women’s pursuits constitute ‘the very worlds which sustain men’s activities; early modern women cook, sew, nurse, heal, feed, clean, discipline, sing, and sometimes read and write’.[footnoteRef:7]    Within the context of More’s near-perfect utopian state, the societal expectations of the woman within the context of the private sphere of home and the public sphere of work are outlined,[footnoteRef:8] though throughout the text, the perspective of the woman is unheard: [7:  Corinne S. Abate and Elizabeth Mazzolla, ‘Introduction’, in Privacy, Domesticity, And Women In Early Modern England, ed. by Corinne S Abate (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), p. 8.]  [8:  Wishermann states that the 'crossing of boundaries have always been central themes, particularly of feminist discourse concerning the private and public sphere' and provides a comprehensive overview of feminist theory relating to this subject; particulary looking at the exclusion of the female from the public sphere (deemed the domain of the male)', as recently as in the 1970s and 1980s.  Ulla Wischermann and Ilze Klavina Mueller, ‘Feminist Theories On The Separation Of The Private And The Public: Looking Back, Looking Forward’, Women In German Yearbook, 20 (2004), 184–97 (p. 185).] 

when they be married at a lawful age, they go into the husband’s houses. But the male children, with all the whole male offspring, continue still in their own family and be governed of the eldest and ancientest father.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Sir Thomas More, Utopia, (Ware: Wordsworth Editions Limited, 1997), p. 73.] 


Biologically, women are seen as the weaker sex and more suited to particular types of work; they are ‘put to the easier crafts, as to work wool and flax. The more laboursome sciences be committed to the men’.[footnoteRef:10]  Women are provided with further opportunities in relation to education and jobs, but as Judith P. Jones and Sherianne Sellers Seibel remark whilst ‘More shows women in the unconventional roles of farmer, scholar and priest, he always subjects them to the authority of men’,[footnoteRef:11] thus the nature of More’s Utopian society is both ‘hierarchical and patriarchal’.  Johns adds to this argument, stating that ‘women in particular have fared poorly in traditional blueprint utopias, where they have been forced to labour endlessly and bow to humourless patriarchs’.[footnoteRef:12] [10:  More, Utopia, p. 68.]  [11:  Jones and Seibel, Thomas More's Feminism… p. 71.]  [12:  Johns, Feminism And Utopianism, pp. 174–99 (p. 174).] 

The reader of More’s Utopia, would typically have been a male scholar, belonging to the upper classes.[footnoteRef:13]  Women, would have had limited access to the text; firstly, as it was initially published in Latin, and secondly, due to restrictions relating to class and social standing.[footnoteRef:14]  The question of the woman as a reader was raised and debated extensively in the 18thcentury, as Ellen Rooney remarks: [13:  Lyman Tower Sargent discusses early scholarly debate in relation to More's Utopia, in: Lyman Tower Sargent, ‘More's “Utopia”: An Interpretation Of Its Social Theory’, History Of Political Thought, 5.2 (1984), 195–210 (p. 195).]  [14:  Miriam Balmuth states that 'by the year 1540, the idea of a broad, classical education, moving beyond the religious focus of the past had become accepted for the upper class women and through most of the century, many women did indeed, become learned'.  Miriam Balmuth, ‘Female Education In 16th And 17th Century England’, Canadian Woman Studies, 1988, p. 18 <https://cws.journals.yorku.ca/index.php/cws/article/view/11719> [accessed 2 January 2022].] 

the rise of the English novel, in the eighteenth century was accompanied by a stream of diatribes opposed to women’s reading: on the social hazards of allowing women to read; on the importance of monitoring and censoring women’s reading; on the threat that women’s pleasure in reading represented to female virtue and domestic order.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Ellen Rooney, ‘Introduction’, in The Cambridge Companion To Feminist Literary Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), p. 309 (p. 4).] 


Such arguments can be considered alongside discussion during the Renaissance relating to the nature of women,[footnoteRef:16] and in the 19th century, the ‘woman question’.  In the latter period, the traditional role of the ‘woman’ was discussed; raising attention to emerging women’s issues such as suffrage, reproductive rights, ownership of property, employment and legal rights and marriage.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  The term 'querelle des femmes' was used during the Renaissance period 1400s - 1700s and can be translation as 'the dispute of women'.  Th term refers to the nature of women and their capabilities, whether they should be able to study, govern or write within the same capacity as men. ]  [17:  ‘“The woman question”—the problem specifically of women’s suffrage, and more broadly of changing political, economic, and professional roles for women and of social and sexual liberation—gained increasing urgency in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century as activists grew more militant and the government responded with ever more oppressive measures. The question was further complicated by the onset of the First World War and the participation of women in a wide range of war work both at home and on the battlefield'.  Janine Utell, ‘Modernist Journals | The Woman Question’, p. 1 <https://modjourn.org/essay/the-woman-question/> [accessed 31 December 2021].] 

This essay will explore feminist perspectives within the context of utopias and dystopias, comparing Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland as an example of a feminist utopia and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale as a feminist dystopia. 
Feminism, utopias and dystopias are intrinsically linked, as Sarah Webster Goodwin states ‘Feminism and utopian discourse, if not exactly wedded to each other, have a long history of affinity’.[footnoteRef:18]  Mary Wollstonecraft[footnoteRef:19] pioneered debate relating to the question of equality for women in A Vindication of the Rights of Woman in 1792, and is widely considered the first radical feminist.[footnoteRef:20]  Charles Fourier introduced the French term ‘féminisme’ in 1837,[footnoteRef:21] which was followed by the use of ‘feminism’ and ‘feminist’ in Britain in the 1890s, and in the US the 1910s. The concept of ‘feminism’ is broad in nature and is used to describe a range of ideologies and social movements that essentially promote rights and liberation for women with the goal of achieving equality; spanning the disciplines of philosophy, sociology, literature and gender studies.[footnoteRef:22] [18:  Sarah Webster Goodwin, ‘Knowing Better - Feminist And Utopian Discourse In Pride and Prejudice, Villette and “Babette’s Feast”’, in Feminism, Utopia, And Narrative, ed. by Libby Falk Jones and Sarah Webster Goodwin (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1990), pp. 1–20 (p. 1).]  [19:  Mary Wollstonecraft argues that ‘in the government of the physical world, it is observable that the female, in general, is inferior to the male. The male pursues, the female yields—this is the law of nature; and it does not appear to be suspended or abrogated in favour of woman. This physical superiority cannot be denied—and it is a noble prerogative! But not content with this natural pre-eminence, men endeavour to sink us still lower, merely to render us alluring objects for a moment; and women, intoxicated by the adoration which men, under the influence of their senses, pay them, do not seek to obtain a durable interest in their hearts, or to become the friends of the fellow creatures who find amusement in their society'. Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication Of The Rights Of Woman (Toronto: HarperCollins, 2014), p. 8.  ]  [20:  Ferguson provides an extensive overview of Mary Wollstonecraft as a founder of feminism in: Susan Ferguson, ‘The Radical Ideas Of Mary Wollstonecraft’, Canadian Journal Of Political Science / Revue Canadienne de Science Politique, 32.3 (1999), 427–50.]  [21:  Goldstein remarks that Fourier's feminism features in all of his major works. Leslie F. Goldstein, ‘Early Feminist Themes In French Utopian Socialism: The St.-Simonians and Fourier’, Journal Of The History Of Ideas, 43.1 (1982), 91–108 (p. 99) <https://doi.org/10.2307/2709162>.]  [22:  Leslie F. Goldstein talks about Women's Rights vs. Women's Liberation, he argues that 'it is commonly noted that the feminist movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was a quest for women's rights, whereas the feminist movement of the late twentieth century [can ne seen as a quest for women's liberation.  The central issues of the first wave of feminism were equality in legal and political rights and formal equality of opportunity. These feminists sought the opportunity to vote and hold public office, access to jobs and education, and equality of legal rights in marriage. The last included the rights of married women to own and earn property, to disobey their husbands, to sue for divorce (on grounds comparable to those available to their hus- bands), to obtain child custody after divorce, and to legal protection against physical abuse by their husbands'.Leslie F. Goldstein, ‘Early Feminist Themes In French Utopian Socialism: The St.-Simonians And Fourier’, Journal Of The History Of Ideas, 43.1 (1982), 91–108 (p. 91) <https://doi.org/10.2307/2709162>.] 

Feminism can be defined within four chronological waves.  The first wave began in the late 19th century and early 20th century in industrialised countries, with a focus on legal issues and the right to vote.  The second wave permeated the western world, lasting two decades from the early 1960s onwards; women’s issues included greater equality, sexuality, family, workplace, reproductive rights and official legal inequalities. The 1990s saw the emergence of the third wave and a focus on intersectionality, diversity and post-modern feminism.[footnoteRef:23]  More recently (since approximately 2013) there has been a rise in what has been described as a fourth wave of feminism, focused on further empowerment of women through use of the internet and social media; encouraging the challenge of misogyny, sexism and violence against females.  This has included the rise of the #MeToo[footnoteRef:24] movement and has raised awareness of specific issues relating to race, transgender and non-binary status.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  See Martha Easton, ‘Feminism’ in Studies In Iconography, 33 (2012), 99–112 (p. 2).]  [24:  ‘Me Too. Movement’, Me Too. Movement <https://metoomvmt.org/> [accessed 7 January 2022].]  [25:  ‘Everywhere you looked in the summer of 2013, a fourth wave of feminism was rising in the UK, women were opening their eyes to misogyny and sexism and shouting back against it.'  Kira Cochrane, All The Rebel Women: The Rise Of The Fourth Wave of Feminism (Guardian Books, 2013), p. 5.] 

Feminist utopias are often set in a future/ near future or alternate reality, within which pre-conceived gender roles are deconstructed to achieve a civilisation that is free from gender-related oppression.  Therefore, as in the case of Gilman’s Herland, men are often absent from the idealised society which differs from More’s blueprint Utopia, which is comprised of both men and women who, generally, conform to cultural gender roles and expectations of the period.   Herland, written in 1915 (during the first wave of feminism) as Liang Ying notes, is often perceived to be the ‘first truly feminist work in the American tradition’.[footnoteRef:26]  Herland is comprised of an all- woman society, within which women assume both the traditional characteristics of the male and the female, through the omission of both men and assumed gender roles.  Men have not been present for over two thousand years; therefore, the women have no understanding of gender stereotypes, and the woman, has been granted the ability to procreate without a man.  Jean Pfaelzer remarks that:  [26:  Liang Ying, ‘Herland—An All-Female Women’s Utopia’, Journal Of Literature and Art Studies, 3.11 (2013), p. 667 <https://doi.org/10.17265/2159-5836/2013.11.001>.] 

the author of the feminist utopia writes of spaces in which women can- not yet live. Here she exposes contemporary social biases by inverting their traditional codification in texts. Abandoning the marriage plot, the feminist utopia reverses the reader's expectations about the emplotment of gender roles: dominance, parenting, sexuality, language, dependency, work, money, and female competition. [footnoteRef:27] [27:  Jean Pfaelzer, ‘The Changing Of The Avant Garde: The Feminist Utopia (La Transformation De L’avant-Garde: L’utopie Féministe)’, Science Fiction Studies, 15.3 (1988), 282–94 (p. 282).] 


Atwood’s feminist dystopia,[footnoteRef:28] The Handmaid’s Tale, is set within the confines of a strict religious regime, in which the oppression of women can be perceived to be somewhat exaggerated and intensified; in order to highlight the need for further change for women.[footnoteRef:29]  Whilst More’s Utopia unconsciously highlights the perceived inferiority of the woman, Atwood reduces the status of the woman to the possession of the man.  The Handmaid’s Tale was published in 1985, which coincided with the latter part of the second wave of feminism.  By this time some rights (for example, the right to vote) had been long-established, but many women’s movements, in reaction to male-controlled society, sought greater equality and liberation.  Aisha Matthews argues that Attwood presents: [28:  When asked if The Handmaid's Tale is an example of a feminist text, Atwood states 'if you mean an ideological tract, in which all women are angels and/or so victimized they are incapable of moral choice, no.  If you mean a novel in which women are human beings-with all the variety of character and behavior that implies- and are also interesting and important, and what happens to them is crucial to the theme, structure and plot of the book, then yes.  In that sense, many books are “feminist”.  Margaret Atwood, 'Introduction' in The Handmaid’s Tale (London: Vintage Classics, 2017), p. xii.]  [29:  Though interestingly, Atwood writes in her 2017 introduction to the novel that one of her rules was that she would 'not put any events into the book that had not already happened in what James Joyce called the “nightmare” of history, not any technology not already available. No imaginary gizmos, no imaginary laws, no imaginary atrocities'.  Atwood, Introduction, p. x.] 

a dystopian society in which women’s lives are governed by reproduction and gender roles are enacted strictly and imposed forcefully. Atwood’s novel examines the purpose of human life, particularly for women, in a world devoid of free will.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Aisha Matthews, ‘Gender, Ontology, And The Power Of The Patriarchy: A Postmodern Feminist Analysis Of Octavia Butler’s Wild Seed And Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale’, Women’s Studies, 47.6 (2018), 637–56 (p. 637) <https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.2018.1492403>.] 


Gender roles are explored by both Gilman and Atwood, to highlight patriarchal norms and inequality experienced by women, due to the dominance of men, through their attitudes, assumptions and beliefs.  In both texts, gender assumes the birth sex of the individual of ‘woman’ or ‘man’ and therefore the corresponding characteristics of ‘female’ or ‘male’.[footnoteRef:31]   Gilman’s narrative in Herland, is led by one of three male explorers; Van the narrator, who is accompanied by his associates Jeff and Terry.  Reminiscent of More, Gilman’s narrative encompasses the travel theme of Utopia, cumulating in the discovery of a fictional, near-perfect, new land.  On encountering Gilman’s “Woman Land”[footnoteRef:32] where ‘no men lived— only women and girl children’;[footnoteRef:33] the explorers are shocked to find a ‘people highly skilled [and] efficient, caring for their country’,[footnoteRef:34] which is perceived as ‘beauty, order, perfect cleanness, and the pleasant sense of home over it all’.[footnoteRef:35] In discovering a highly civilised and functional society, Van exclaims that ‘there must be men!’.[footnoteRef:36]  As Laura E. Donaldson comments, ‘through her revolutionary utopian design’ Gilman ‘helps to neutralise the patriarchal script’.[footnoteRef:37] [31:  To note, that Herland was written in 1915 and The Handmaid's Tale in 1985, therefore gender identities that do not relate to birth sex, were less widely discussed and accepted than they are currently.]  [32:  Charlotte Perkins Gilman, The Yellow Wall-Paper, Herland, And Selected Writings (New York: Penguin Classics, 2009), p. 4.]  [33:  Gilman, Herland, p. 4.]  [34:  Ibid, p. 20.]  [35:  Ibid, p. 21.]  [36:  Ibid, p. 13.]  [37:  Laura E. Donaldson, ‘The Eve of De-Struction: Charlotte Perkins Gilman And The Feminist Recreation Of Paradise’, Women’s Studies, 16.3/4 (1989), 373 (p. 375) <https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.1989.9978776>.] 

Gilman defines the initial perspectives of each of the male characters— Jeff ‘idealized women…he was full of chivalry and sentiment…he was a good boy; he lived up to his ideals’.[footnoteRef:38] In contrast, Terry is the most chauvinistic, ‘a man’s man’ who objectifies women— ‘if you can call his views about women as anything so polite as ideals’.  Terry displays sexist and misogynistic traits with comments such as ‘pretty women were just so much game and homely ones not worth considering’,[footnoteRef:39] and holds the belief that ‘women like to be run after’.[footnoteRef:40]  Van claims that his views sit somewhere mid-way between those of his companions, by stating that he is ‘highly scientific’ and ‘used to argue learnedly about the physiological limitations of the sex’.[footnoteRef:41]  Gilman employs satire in this instance to highlight both the patriarchal and the traditional scientific view, that men are stronger than women.  Whilst all three of the men have different standpoints, it can be argued that each of their views identify women as the inferior sex.  Through its retrospective nature, Gilman uses Van’s narrative as a device to suggest that an education takes place during their stay at Herland and at least for Van and Jeff, these assumptions are challenged.  Van comments that they were ‘not in the least “advanced” on the woman question… any of us then’.[footnoteRef:42]  Bernice H. Hausman argues that ‘the men who come to Herland believe that the “sex-distinction” common in white Victorian society is universal.  They believe in the very “feminine nature” that Gilman found so destructive, and they believe they can make the women express their latent “feminine nature”’.[footnoteRef:43] [38:  Gilman, Herland, p. 11.]  [39:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [40:  Ibid, p. 19.]  [41:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [42:  Ibid, p. 11.]  [43:  Bernice L. Hausman, ‘Sex before Gender: Charlotte Perkins Gilman And The Evolutionary Paradigm Of Utopia’, Feminist Studies, 24.3 (1998), 489 (p. 500) <https://doi.org/10.2307/3178576>.] 

The women of Herland fail to meet the men’s expectations in relation to appearance and associated ‘femininity’.  Van differentiates the Herland women and the women of his own society, noting the ‘subtle differences between these women and other women …in the matter of personal appearance there was a great difference.  They all wore short hair’.[footnoteRef:44]  Jeff also comments on the women’s hair as a defining attribute, stating that ‘if their hair was only long…they would look so much more feminine’.[footnoteRef:45]  Terry remarks that the Herland women have ‘no patience, no submissiveness, none of that natural yielding which is woman’s greatest charm’.[footnoteRef:46]   [44:  Gilman, Herland, p. 32.]  [45:  Ibid, p. 32.]  [46:  Ibid, p. 99.] 

Further debate takes place around such assumed gender characteristics and idealised ‘femininity’.[footnoteRef:47]  Terry outlines the Victorian, patriarchal expectation that ‘the men do everything with us, we do not allow our women to work.  Women are loved— idolized— honoured — kept in the home to care for the children’[footnoteRef:48]  Gilman elaborates further, by drawing attention to class differentiation and the necessity for lower class women to cross into the public sphere and take on employment. The norm in this example only applies to the middle and upper classes, unveiling the fact that in reality ‘seven or eight million’ poor women in Britain have no choice but to work.  Ignorance to this difference is shown by the men, who are preoccupied with standards and expectations relating to their own class distinction. Therefore, the idealised gender role of the female, is a notion afforded only to those within a privileged class.   In Herland, the gender stereotype of the female and the concept of femininity is deconstructed due to the lack of a bisexual race; work is distributed evenly between all women, with no competition or sex distinction. Bridgitte Arnold comments that ‘Gilman writes women who are free of Victorian gender customs to show what she feels is woman's true nature’.[footnoteRef:49]  Gilman, through Van’s epiphany, summarises the education the men receive in Herland, which can also be seen to function as her gender/sex related utopian argument:  [47:  Cavataro discusses the notion of femininity as a social construct in Herland: 'The social construct of sexuality is so deeply ingrained in American and other cultures – expectations for what is ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ vary globally, but differences between the sexes permeates universally.Hayley Cavataro, ‘The Performance Of Femininity In Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “Herland” And Simone de Beauvior’s “Second Sex”’, Inquiries Journal, 3.04 (2011), p. 1 <http://www.inquiriesjournal.com/articles/507/the-performance-of-femininity-in-charlotte-perkins-gilmans-herland-and-simone-de-beauviors-second-sex> [accessed 4 January 2022].]  [48:  Gilman, Herland, p. 62.]  [49:  Bridgitte Arnold, ‘“It Began This Way”: The Synonymy Of Cartography And Writing As Utopian Cognitive Mapping in Herland’, Utopian Studies, 17.2 (2006), 299–316 (p. 306).] 

In missing men, we three visitors had naturally missed the larger part of life, and had unconsciously assumed that [the women] must miss it too…When we say men, man, manly, manhood…we have in the back of our minds a…picture of the world and all its activities[footnoteRef:50]… when we say Women, we think Female— the sex’[footnoteRef:51]…but to these women, in the unbroken sweep of this two-thousand-year-old feminine civilization, the word woman called up to them all that big background, so far as they had gone in social development; and the word man meant to them only male – the sex’[footnoteRef:52] [50:  Gilman, Herland, pp. 134–35.]  [51:  Ibid, p. 135.]  [52:  Ibid, p. 135.] 


Arnold comments further, remarking that ‘Vans acceptance of Herland is his acceptance of Gilman’s cognitive map of a better world’,[footnoteRef:53] and that Gilman creates:  [53:  Arnold, It Began…, p. 301.] 

a feminist utopia as the object of conquest and exploration by three male explorers not only in order to map her own notion of utopia as expressed in her earlier sociological and economic writing and presented in Herland, but also to map Victorian patriarchal misconceptions of femininity. [footnoteRef:54] [54:  Ibid, p. 299.] 


 In contrast to Gilman’s use of the utopic form to create a feminist ideal, Atwood provides a dystopian commentary to examine issues relating women’s rights and liberation in The Handmaid’s Tale. The fictional Republic of Gilead is subject to a fundamentalist religious regime, in which elements of the bible are taken literally as instruction and subsequently, women’s rights are abolished.[footnoteRef:55]   Characterisation of women is limited to classification in the form of titles, aligned to their reproductive and marital status and their ability to conform and comply.[footnoteRef:56]  Within the totalitarian theocracy, women are perceived as a commodity, for the use of men and in the case of the Handmaids (which include Attwood’s narrator Offred), solely for the purpose of reproduction.  Women, and more specifically the Handmaids, are contained, monitored and stripped of individuality and freedom of thought. Atwood summarises that they: [55:  Which Offred describes as 'the mouldy old Rachel and leah stuff...Give me my children, or else I die.  Am I in God's Stead, who have withheld from thee the fruit of the womb? behold my maid Bilha.  She shall bear upon my knees, that I may also have children by her'.Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale (London: Vintage Classics, 2017), p. 99.]  [56:  Women in The Handmaid's Tale are classified within one of six groups. Wives (married to powerful men - The Commnaders), Marthas (similar to maids, who occupy the home and undertake household chores), Aunts (who hold the duty of training the Handmaids in the Red Ceter), Econowives (married to less powerful men and therefore have combined duties) Hanmaids (defined solely by their ability to reproduce) and Unwomen (women who did not conform to the Gileadean regime; these include former feminists and lesbians).  ] 

must learn to renounce their previous identities, to know their place and their duties, to understand that they have no real rights but will be protected up to a point if they conform, and to think so poorly of themselves that they will accept their assigned fate and not rebel or run away. [footnoteRef:57] [57:  Atwood, Introduction, p. xi.] 


 In stark contrast to Gilman’s Herland (which is perceived to be free of female competition) rather than uniting at the hands of oppression,[footnoteRef:58] Atwood’s women segregate and conspire against one another.  As Ildney Cavalcanti remarks ‘Aunts and Wives have collaborated with the takeover, collude with male power, and help enforce the status quo’.[footnoteRef:59]  The concept of ‘femininity’ is suppressed and gender roles of the 1980s are replaced with new (but contradictorily archaic), sex- based roles which are defined to satisfy and serve the needs of men.  [58:  See Ramzi Fawaz, Justin Hall, and Helen M. Kinsella, ‘Discovering Paradise Islands: The Politics And Pleasures Of Feminist Utopias, A Conversation’, Feminist Review, 116.1 (2017), 1–21 (p. 9) <https://doi.org/10.1057/s41305-017-0065-8>.]  [59:  Ildney Cavalcanti, ‘Utopias Of/f Language In Contemporary Feminist Literary Dystopias’, Utopian Studies, 11.2 (2000), 152 (p. 166).] 

Atwood uses the narrative device of flashback, to the ‘time before’ (which the reader can assume is the 1980s) as a comparator to the Gileadean society and its system, views and beliefs. This can be observed to convey a theme of fear of decline of progress and/or deterioration in relation to ongoing rights for and liberation of women.  Offred, intermittently recalls her former life; to some extend she considers herself to have been ‘free’, in comparison to living under the restrictions of the successive regime.  Atwood, through Offered, suggests that 1980s American society is essentially patriarchal and embedded with an unwritten code as to how a ‘woman’ should behave, in order to keep themselves ‘safe’ from men, consisting of ‘rules that were never spelled out but that every woman knew’. [footnoteRef:60] [60:  Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, p. 34.] 

Like Gilman, Atwood uses hair as a motif in relation to notions of femininity and the female.  A Handmaid’s hair ‘must be long but covered’, [footnoteRef:61] maintaining uniformity, restricting personal freedom and expression.  Offred notices how tourists in Gilead present themselves, and how she has become so quickly indoctrinated to Gileadean rules— ‘their heads are uncovered and their hair too is exposed, in all its darkness and sexuality. They wear lipstick…it has taken so little time to change our minds about things like this…I used to dress like that.  That was freedom’.[footnoteRef:62]  Under Gileadean rule, men do not escape prescribed male gender roles; sexual relations between men are forbidden and are punishable by death— two males are hung for ‘Gender Treachery. Caught together, they must have been’. [footnoteRef:63] [61:  Ibid, p. 72.]  [62:  Ibid, p. 38.]  [63:  Ibid, p. 53.] 

The figures of Moira and Offred’s mother can be seen to symbolise the second wave of the feminist movement.  Moira ‘in her purple overalls, one dangly earring, the gold fingernail she wore to be eccentric, a cigarette between her stubby yellow-ended fingers’[footnoteRef:64] refuses to conform to gender stereotypes, writes papers on ‘date rape’[footnoteRef:65] and is overtly, sexually attracted to women.  Offred’s mother is classed as an Unwomen and sent to the colonies due to her feminist, pro-choice views and her failure to comply with the Gileadean regime.[footnoteRef:66]  Cavalcanti notes that the Handmaid’s Tale adopts the ‘reduction of women convention’ and ‘depicts a futuristic space in which women’s social roles have been thoroughly dominated and severely limited by a patriarchal order. [footnoteRef:67]  Matthews adds to this argument, stating that: [64:  Ibid, p. 47.]  [65:  Ibid, p. 47.]  [66:  Offred states that her mother is portrayed supporting feminist protests, such as 'Take Back the Night' and 'Freedom to Choose' and is shown as an example of an Unwomen in educational videos, as a warning to the Handmaids of the consequences of rebellion.  Ibid, p. 129.]  [67:  Cavalcanti, Utopias Of/f…, p. 166.] 

a postmodern feminist analysis… will reveal the ways in which the patriarchy has made use of male-centric visions of female subjectivity, social ideals of gender essentialism, and the subconscious drive for male reproductive generative power, to obscure the socially constructed nature of gender and to facilitate the ongoing oppression and control of womankind. [footnoteRef:68] [68:  Matthews, Gender, Ontology…, p. 638.] 


Both Atwood and Gilman explore feminist perspectives further, specifically in relation to procreation, motherhood and sexuality, through the experience of the woman.  As Hausman remarks ‘Herlanders do not depend on men economically, nor do they need them for procreation’. [footnoteRef:69]  Gilman’s Herlanders have been able to reproduce in isolation for two thousand years, as the result of a ‘miracle’— ‘one of these young women bore a child.  Of course they all thought there must be a man somewhere, but none was found…they decided it must be a direct gift from the gods’.[footnoteRef:70]  This was not always the case, as initially when the country was founded, men did exist and were required to reproduce; however, ‘the older women, those who remembered the men, died off’. [footnoteRef:71]  [69:  Hausman, Sex Before Gender…, p. 496.]  [70:  Gilman, Herland, p. 57.]  [71:  Ibid, p. 58.] 

Through the lens of Van, it is presumed that women lack female sexual desire, in that it is either absent or latent.  Due to the elimination of the necessity of intercourse with men, it is suggested that women do not understand such a concept, as it does not exist. Alternatively, the view of the woman ca be seen as biased by the narrator, the existence of sexual desire could simply be minimised, resulting in women neglecting to speak out through fear of repercussion or punishment: 
there was no sex-feeling to appeal to, or practically none.  Two thousand years’ disuse had left very little of the instinct…those who had at times manifested it as atavistic exceptions were often, by that fact, denied motherhood’[footnoteRef:72] [72:  Ibid, pp. 92–93.] 

The term Motherhood is used repeatedly in Herland, to describe both the reproductive process and the role of parenting; parents do not exist, due to the absence of men, only mothers.  Motherhood is perceived to be both the ultimate aim of the woman and the foundation of their society— ‘these women, whose essential distinction of motherhood was the dominant note of their whole culture’. [footnoteRef:73] Gilman fundamentally links Motherhood with the role of the woman and the female as ‘almost every woman values her maternity above everything else’. [footnoteRef:74]  However, Motherhood is a ‘communal, not familial, maternalism’. [footnoteRef:75]  Conditions are placed on women for purposes of population control and as a primitive form of human eugenics. Motherhood, as a communal concept, omits women from raising and looking after their own children.  Women are often pressured to forfeit Motherhood, if they are not deemed suitable:  [73:  Ibid, p. 60.]  [74:  Ibid, p. 84.]  [75:  Hausman, Sex Before Gender…, p. 496.] 

they ‘breed out’ the lowest types. If the girl showing the bad qualities has still the power to appreciate social duty, we appealed to her, by that, to renounce motherhood.  Some of the few worst types were, fortunately, unable to reproduce.[footnoteRef:76] [76:  Gilman, Herland, p. 83.] 


If a woman expresses the desire to be a mother and the current population does not allow ‘her longing [is solaced] by the direct care and service of the babies [they] already had’.[footnoteRef:77] Education is of paramount importance and is used to describe the process of nurturing and development and therefore is only entrusted to those who the Herlanders consider qualified—‘care of babies involves education and is only entrusted to the most fit’.[footnoteRef:78]  As in More’s Utopia, the voice of the typical Herlander is not heard.  It can be assumed that for women as individuals, there is a lack of choice and control, along with an element of dictatorial decision making, contradicting the principles of a utopia.  Johns argues that ‘utopias that depict static perfection…rely on rigid hierarchies and use coercion to maintain perfect order’.[footnoteRef:79]  Gilman’s Utopia is therefore flawed, as it can be perceived to be a collective, rather than individual vision, which does not always consider the views of the person, or as in Gilman’s example, the woman. [77:  Ibid, p. 71.]  [78:  Ibid, p. 83.]  [79:  Johns, Feminism And Utopianism,  p. 174.] 

In order to create a feminist dystopia, in The Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood’s women are resigned to roles that serve men, keep house and reproduce.  Somewhat surprisingly, parallels can be drawn in comparing Gilman’s utopian Herland to Atwood’s dystopian society.  In Gilead, women do not have a choice relating to employment and collect no salary, they hold no possessions and motherhood is class-related duty held by only Wives or Econowives, regardless of whether the woman gave birth to the child.  Female sexual desire is forbidden and omitted from discussion; with the notion of choice in relation to the woman’s body and abortion eliminated—‘no woman in her right mind, these days, would seek to prevent a birth, should she be so lucky as to conceive’.[footnoteRef:80]  Pregnancy thus becomes a desired state, generating female competition—'one of them is vastly pregnant; her belly, under her loose garment, swells triumphantly…she’s a magic presence to us, an object of envy and desire. We covet her’.[footnoteRef:81]  Handmaids are reduced to ‘worthy vessels’[footnoteRef:82] and any failure to conceive is deemed the fault of the woman as ‘there is no such thing as a sterile man any more, not officially.  There are only women who are fruitful and women who are barren, that’s the law’.[footnoteRef:83]  Infertile women are shipped off to the colonies and classed as ‘Unwomen’.[footnoteRef:84]   Women are also prohibited from choice should a pregnancy result in a defective ‘Unbaby, with a pinhead or a snout like a dog’s, or two bodies, or a hole in its hear or no arms’.[footnoteRef:85] A woman is not given the option of termination, they can’t be ‘taken out; whatever it is must be carried to term’. Despite this insistence, a quality assurance process takes place to approve babies and if deemed defective they are disposed of— ‘we didn’t know what would happen to babies that didn’t get passed, that were declared Unbabies.  But we knew they were put somewhere, quickly, away’.  Women are reduced to the function of a machine of reproduction and stripped of basic rights and choice, and furthermore, babies controlled for their usefulness to the future of the race.  As Ramzi Fawaz notes ‘feminist dystopias tend to be the place to look for extended meditations on the mutually reinforcing structures of gender, sexuality, and class or labour’.[footnoteRef:86] [80:  Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale, p. 43.]  [81:  Ibid, p. 36.]  [82:  Ibid, p. 75.]  [83:  Ibid, p. 71.]  [84:  Ibid, p. 71.]  [85:  Ibid, p. 122.]  [86:  Fawaz, Hall, and Kinsella, Discovering Paradise Islands…, p. 13.] 

Both Gilman and Atwood present compelling, feminist arguments by using the respective forms of utopia and dystopia, which highlight the ongoing fight for equality for women, through the securing of rights and greater liberation.  Gilman’s utopia is essentially flawed, as it is collectively idealised, lacking the authentic voice, and experience of the woman.  Atwood’s dystopia, though fictional, is based on historical fact which highlights a long lineage of patriarchal convention.  The ‘Historical Notes’ section at the end of the novel forward to a post-Gileadean society, within which women are emancipated; but yet, it still indicates a culture of patriarchy and misogyny through the figure of Professor Pieixoto who minimises Offred’s experience of oppression, casting doubt on the authenticity of the narrative.[footnoteRef:87]  Cavalcanti argues that Pieixoto serves to present ‘a utopian vision modelled according to patriarchal ideology not so distant from Gilead’s own’.[footnoteRef:88] She adds that ‘Nunavit apparently offers a eutopian alternative to Gilead, as the social status of women has improved from the perspective of that future.  Nevertheless, this space is no feminist utopia’.[footnoteRef:89]  Written over thirty years ago, The Handmaid’s Tale can be read as a reflective commentary on the issues experienced by women, within its chronological and historical context.  [87:  There are a number of examples with the 'Historical Notes' section of the text that demonstrate Pieixoto's minimisation of Offred's experience and doubts around authenticity. For example 'she does not see fit to supply us with her original name, and indeed all official records would have been destroyed on her entry into the Rachel and Leah Re-education Centre'.  Atwood, The Handmaid’s Tale, p. 318.]  [88:  Cavalcanti, Utopias Of/f…, p. 170.]  [89:  Ibid, p. 167.] 

The women in Gilman and Atwood’s texts are assumed to be white and therefore feminist discourse and the notion of intersectionality,[footnoteRef:90] specifically relating to race is noticeably missing.[footnoteRef:91]  Hausman remarks that in respect of Herland ‘variation and complexity within whiteness [is] what is being promoted, not variation and complexity that include racial mixing’.[footnoteRef:92]  Matthews adds that The Handmaid’s Tale ‘deals exclusively in presumed whiteness’[footnoteRef:93]  This notion is challenged in the 2017 television adaptation of The Handmaid’s Tale, as the role of Moira is played by Samina Wiley who is of African-American heritage.[footnoteRef:94]   [90:  Carastathis states that in 'Feminist Studies, intersectionality has become the predominate way of conceptualizing the relation between systems of oppression which construct our multiple identities and our social locations in hierarchies of power and privilege'.  ‘The Concept Of Intersectionality In Feminist Theory’, Philosophy Compass, 9 (2014), p. 304 <https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12129>.]  [91:  Girl, Woman, Other is an example of a recent feminist text, which aligns to fourth wave thinking and explores such issues in detail.  Bernardine Evaristo, Girl, Woman, Other, 1st edition (London: Penguin, 2020).]  [92:  Hausman, Sex Before Gender, p. 502.]  [93:  Matthews, Gender, Ontology…, p. 637.]  [94:  ‘The Handmaid’s Tale (TV Series 2017– ) - IMDb’ <https://www.imdb.com/title/tt5834204/> [accessed 4 January 2022].] 

Essentially, as Justin Hall remarks ‘one generation’s utopia’ (and therefore their dystopia) ‘can still only truly make sense when read within its own cultural context’.[footnoteRef:95]  This could be discussed further, in that one woman’s utopia or dystopia can only make sense on an individual level, an argument which is supported by Alexandra Brodksy and Rachel Kauder Nalebuff in The Feminist Utopia Project (2015) who present ‘visons of utopia’ that emerge from contributors’ own experience of hardship’.[footnoteRef:96] [95:  Fawaz, Hall, and Kinsella, Discovering Paradise Islands…, p. 3.]  [96:  Brodsky and Kauder Nalebuff also state that their anthology does not reflect their personal utopias, stating they 'present...a range of radically inventive thought experiments that shed the restrictions of sexist logic to spark our collective imaginations'.  Alexandra Brodsky and Rachel Kauder Nalebuff, ‘Introduction’, in The Feminist Utopia Project, ed. by Alexandra Brodsky and Rachel Kauder Nalebuff (New York: Feminist Press, 2019), p. 10.] 
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