CAEN 6074: READING & WRITING GENDER

Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland, 1915

This week we discuss ‘rewriting the feminine romance’ in terms of genre and text: 

· consider utopian fiction and its characteristics and, through the feminist version, weigh its difference to the female-associated romance plot (look at ‘The Tiredness of Rosabel’) 

· the utopia is social rather than personal). The text therefore functions as argument rather than escape; 

· consider the implications for modernist elitism (seek mass appeal; reject the ancient past as irrelevant; the classics) the society of Herland doesn’t retain old laws/traditions which are seen as outdated and superseded by the changes within the progressing society of Herland itself;

· by changing the assumption that reason is masculine and the home a vulnerable site of emotional instability in desperate need of male protection and guidance, a host of other assumptions are challenged – binary oppositions are all changed; 

· the fable rewrites religion and history: a virgin birth 2,000 years ago and then the whole society dependent on repeated miracles - consider its relation to Christian history; what is the effect of throwing away the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Romantics - everything… 

· published 1915 - relate to context of the first world war;

· by giving three men – each with a different masculine script – the range of possibilities accorded men  within a patriarchal system Gilman seeks to demonstrate that they too are restricted in their understanding of the world. Van finds a kind of friendship that he’s never dreamed of with Ellador, learns things about himself. 

Comparisons with Stein 

· an equal interest in the construction of the self. Stein gives us psychology – not just of gender but of race (one marginality standing in for another in the hidden text of lesbianism) and focuses on the problem of communication and understanding between individuals with hugely varying upbringings in a world that is not only chaotic but isolating. In Melanctha there is no home as such – everyone shifts around moves from place to place, mothers are no more reliable than anyone else, fathers are violent and ‘friends’ are transitory and hardened; one in which, unless you are out for yourself and, implicitly, necessarily stupid – like Rose - you will not survive

· In Herland that problem is overcome by the communality of the Women. The home is everywhere – there is no attention to difficult emotions – just openness and reason and calm serenity. A ‘natural world’ of savagery and violence is kept outside. Everything must be controlled – the butterfly is the perfect example. The society wholly defined by utilitarian values; order everywhere - and, uncomfortably, the sense of being watched (ultimate version of Bentham’s Panopticon);

· It is a cartoon world really – as all utopias are. But nature within (including sexual wildness – which is what makes Melanctha so ‘excited’ and which propels – as in any teenager – the quest for sexual knowledge) must be tamed also. There are problems with the implicit eugenics programme (women who are troublesome are not allowed to have children; if they do then they are not allowed to bring them up) – ones that could not have been seen at the time (though I’m sure that some people might still think that some people shouldn’t be allowed to have children -)

· Avoids the problem of desire as dangerous (debates on chastity and restraint – seen in Jeff’s mouth in Melanctha) major issue of today of course

This week want to think about  the effect of ‘writing men out’

· One of the major things that Gilman wishes to do – paradoxically – in a text which removes men from civilisation – is to rewrite men to demonstrate the problems of a masculinity caused through a distorting system 

· Start by discussing the issue of the date – WWI and surveillance and invasion. The association of men with militarism is well established – see the discussion of Whitehall in A Room of One’s Own.  These also were very recognisable in the 1980s with say the Greenham Common Women’s refusal to allow men to camp with them, and the associated Women for Life on Earth marches which took place throughout Britain – and further afield. Or the miner’s wives post-1983 strike who set up women’s groups all over Wales and co-operatives which were women-only (Dove Workshops in Banwen in the Swansea Valley for example) 

· These associations have led to real problems about how men (like Van) relate to women: many men just felt guilty: they are the Jeffs. ‘Lad culture’ with its insistence on talking about football and tits, and its anti-intellectual reactionary sneers at ‘PC’ grew out of a desire not to feel guilty that reflects Terry. 

· The debates in Herland can focus on the kinds of masculinity that emerge from within a situation of dominance (Jeff wanting to carry Celis’s basket; Terry trying to rape Alima because women ‘like to be mastered’) and the problems faced by men who just don’t see gender as a problem for men. (Give you extract from the Preface to Berthold Schoene’s Writing Men.)

· Interestingly when I taught masculinities a few years back in Glamorgan most of the people taking it were women – but I did have problems with being a woman teaching some men and making claims about them – similar to those often felt by men who teach women’s studies. But that’s a legacy of essentialism: why should I feel guilty about talking about men directly when I discuss their work all the time, when I discuss black writing, different kinds of African writing, Irish writing, lesbian writing, postcolonial writing, medieval writing, writing of the ancient Greeks, of non-Christians etc. Why should men not understand women’s issues without taking them personally. The imagination can and should overcome those boundaries but it has to leap over its internalisation of restraints 

· The omission of men in Herland leads to a focus on the other relationship traditionally associated with women – that of motherhood (again a focus of Stein’s text). Stein avoids ‘femininity’ – Gilman here embraces it but reframes it as the public rather than the private world making the men ‘hysterical’ in comparison. 

· To return to the politics of textuality: the ‘woman’s sentence’ suggested by Woolf; the ‘stuttering’ text of Stein, to kinds of debates about writing (consider French feminisms as a means of reading the textuality of Herland rather than its characters). 

· time, mother/daughter plot the question of the body: all are central to both Stein and Gilman in a way that is inconceivable to a male-authored text of this time)

Firm construction – chap by chap/ point by point (consider chapter titles and the progress – split to 2: (i) adventure and (ii) romance: both undercut)

What’s the effect of keeping the men out of the wider society throughout? – they never go into the ‘real’ world – a little sortie to give educational talks and they don’t know how to talk to the women because they sexualise the interchanges It’s somewhat airless (compare though to a Jane Austen novel where the men are NEVER seen alone together only with women and the women have no access to the wider world here gender roles inverted again.)

Significant passages in the novel:

· p.19 – inverting power relations – men like suffragettes

· p.28 – absence of fight in games

· p.30-31 - Escape as masculine adventure running away from home and women.

· p.33 Terry – run away in Arctic fields rather than be a prisoner 

· pp.48 ff.–family and nation – new Eden (lost originally because of a woman of course – redeemed by motherhood of the Christ child – here female redeemer)

· p.50 - question of masculine investment in fatherhood – interesting to consider in relation to questions of paedophilia (if a child is treated as a potential victim, if a man has no investment in the child apart from as a by-product, if a society does not really value children but sees them as in the way of work…  - the construction of binaries again

· p.51 Matriarchy as critique of not just Patriarchy but also capitalism. The question of work.

· pp.56-7 the cult of Motherhood, the assumption that women can’t co-operate

· p.62 –men are barbered as par of their ‘civilising’ process before being allowed to meet the women of Herland. Terry’s idea of motherliness as constructed.

· p.66 the diversity of women because of inner development rather than biology (again essentialism – health and the possibility of inner qualities developing rather than biological limitations) 

·  p.70 – motherhood again and education – a ‘mother’s love.’

· p.75 – straying ‘in ‘a rosebud garden of girls’ and behold! The rosebuds were all with keen appraising eye, studying us.’

· pp.80-81 – diff kind of patriotism

· p.84 – no struggle – all done

· p.85 – plays without sex – without romance plot – boring to Terry 

· p.86 – the world as home; male and female life cycles the absence of men allows the single one to develop freely

· pp.88- 89 - ideas of romantic tortured soul (implicitly leaving home and masculine) overturned as simultaneously the mind body split is overcome.

· pp.96ff. - Religion at end

· p.98 – death is end not eternal life – hence focus on motherhood.

· p.103 – marriage is a lottery – what IS marriage?

· p.105 - words have socially constructed meanings- Terry objects that they don’t know what the word ‘wife’ means. 

· p.121 – Alima fought back – instead of killing herself – romance plot = the end of a woman’s life to be sullied.
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Edwin Landseer, Windsor Castle in Modern Times 1841-45











3. The dangerous amorphous space of Nature, the body and/or the wider world.





1. The public space: men, work, and adventure





     2. The domestic space: the


home, love, women &


children














