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Women as a barometer inside a gendered society

[bookmark: _GoBack]Why is the classic idea of women scared and helpless? Is this description of femininity a way of perpetuating desirable characteristics, in order to have good women and be good possessions? In societies where women are equal or in charge, they are given descriptors which we would typically assume are masculine, such as powerful, large, and strong. In a society where women are not equal to men, they are described as more “feminine” or meek and timid. This is represented in Herland and The dispossessed. Terry and to a lesser degree Jeff and Van expect the women to be “feminine” in the way they’re familiar with. When they first see Herland from above they can not believe such a civilized world can exist without men.  These texts explore what it means to be feminine and how different societies perceive the female role. We see this in the male preconceived notion of what women want and how they should behave in Herland, the political use of the female body and the worth placed on reproduction in The Handmaid’s Tale, and the division between women in The dispossessed. Herland presents a better world to live in than The Handmaid’s Tale republic of Gilead but both stories examine fear and power relationships. The control placed upon the worlds to keep them regulated and oppressed need women to play a specific role in society. Although no true utopias Herland and Anarras are societies built on companionship and shared effort, the equality of work lessens the feminine/masculine divide. By examining Herland, The Handmaid’s Tale, and The Dispossessed we can get a deeper look at reproduction, femininity, and possession, as these factors encompass the role of females in dystopias and utopias. 
Although unrealistic, Herland presents an ideal all female vegetarian society, a world without meat, men, and trouble. Gilman shows the issues with a male dominated society by reintroducing men into the female only world. Through this Gilman examines issues with masculinity and with the idea of femininity. “‘They’re no modesty,’ snapped Terry. “No patience, no submissiveness, none of that natural yielding which is woman’s great charm.’” (Gilman 84) This idea of femininity is only natural to the world they live in, full of men and strict gender roles, the submissiveness Terry is looking for is a male perpetuated idea of femininity. The women they are familiar with stay at home and are “cherished”, the women are kept at home as if prized possessions, not an equal instilling respect, unlike the women of Herland. The women of Herland are strong, independent, and free from the men’s ideas of femininity which includes being timid and submissive. The preform all the work of the world and populate it themselves. The role of Motherhood is sacred among the women of Herland and only the finest give birth. The women see sexuality attached solely to motherhood and think very little of the men,
“‘The only thing they can think about a man is fatherhood!’ Said Terry in his high scorn. ‘Fatherhood! As if a man was always wanting to be a father!’ This was also correct. They had their long, wide, deep, rich, experience of Motherhood, and their only perception of the value of a male creature as such was for Fatherhood.” (Gilman 106)
We can clearly see the inversion of gender roles here. Just as a man could easily see a woman’s only values as a mother and home maker, as the women of Herland require no men to do work, they see value in men through the idea of sexual reproduction. The idea of Motherhood and family in Herland unites all the women in an open space. They know no private home, as home is all around them and they lack family names as they are all one a family. Motherhood is a crucial part of Herland and its survival.
Unlike Herland it is not desirable to be a woman in the republic of Gilead. The handmaids in The Handmaid’s Tale have been re-educated to be submissive to men and focus solely on reproduction, as the birthing rate has declined. Women are not only submissive to men but can no longer have jobs, money, and are not allowed to read. The restrictiveness of this new world leaves all women in a poor position. After the ritual, a monthly state required rape including the wife and handmaid laying together while the Commander has sex in a very disconnected way, Offred notes how terrible the situation is for both women, “Which of us is it worse for, her or me?” (Atwood 106) Each woman does her duty to this new world, serve the men and reproduce. The dispassionate manner of the ritual, described as “preoccupied, like a man humming to himself in the shower without knowing he’s humming,” (Atwood 104) is representative of the continued lack of desire or ability to desire in The Handmaid’s tale. Gilead takes away women’s rights, preventing them from taking back control, the state needs fertile woman to continue the population and without the freedom to vote, work, or read the women lack the ability to break free of their current situation. Reproduction, marriage, sex, and the female body becomes a political tool, removed from passion Offred sees herself as a walking womb and without a baby she is considered useless. The women in both Herland and The Handmaid’s Tale share the pride of pregnancy, as it is crucial to society but for the handmaid’s giving birth and the loss of their babies unites them. 
“We stand between Janine and the bed, so she won’t have to see this. (the wives laying with and naming her baby) Someone gives her a drink of grape juice, I hope their wine in it, she is still having the pains, for the afterbirth, she’s crying helplessly, burnt out miserable tears. Nevertheless we are jubilant, it’s a victory, for us all. We’ve done it . . . She’ll never been sent to the Colonies, she’ll never be declared an Unwoman. That is her reward” (Atwood 137) 
She loses her baby and will be forced to try again with another man in the hope that she can reproduce but she will never be forced to clean up toxic sludge. Offred feels for Janine, a woman she doesn’t particularly like but with who she shares the same fate, and without giving birth a worse fate. The ritual and their fate as women unite them. 									The way the men are titled is made to show respect and rank. The way the women are titled; Handmaid, (Offred, Offglen) Wife, Marthas, Aunt, and Unwomen is a way of stripping the women of their sense of self and attaching them to a man, and when they can’t be attached to a man, as a wife, a handmaid, or a piece of property, then they are not women at all.  
Dystopian worlds use strict means of control to keep its societies functioning, such as the loss of private spaces, the lack of self, the control of personal relationships, and the use of fear and hate. In The Handmaid’s Tale fear is used to keep people supressed. Anyone against Gilead’s agenda is killed and strung up as a warning to instill fear into those still alive. The handmaids must converse in hushed whispers in stolen moments hidden from the ever-watching eye, in a world full of surveillance. In their new lives the handmaids are supposed to be free from violence against women and overt sexuality, but their new lives revolve around state sanctioned rape, fear of survival, and unbalanced power relations. 
“I must leave the impression that I am not offended, that I am open to suggestion. He takes his hand away, lazily almost, lingeringly, this is not the last word as far as he’s concerned. He could fake the test, report me for cancer, for infertility, have me shipped off to the colonies, with the Unwomen. None of this has been said but the knowledge of his power hangs nevertheless in the air as he pats my thigh,” (Atwood 71) 
Offred is being offered the chance at a pregnancy, something she needs to survive but the offer could be double ended. She does not know under this new restrictive regime if the doctor is a spy or if the room is bugged and to be caught would result in her death. The doctor is described as experiencing, “genuine sympathy; and yet he’s enjoying this,” (Atwood 71) Not everyone agrees with the oppressive Gilead reign, but it is evident that he is still in control. He holds the power to decided Offred’s fate. The problem is the declining birthrate and Women are blamed, “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.” (Atwood p. 71) Even though many men are sterile it is the women who must face penalties when they do not become pregnant. The female worth is tied to their chances of reproducing, they are either fruitful or Unwomen.  
Fear is seen briefly in Herland. Fear is not something the women of Herland experience. “The women of Herland have no fear of men . . . They are not timid in any sense. They are not weak; and they all have strong trained athletic bodies.” (Gilaman 113) They have nothing to fear, they are strong, self-sufficient, and fully supported in society. Fear is only introduced when the men enter their world, when Terry tries to rape Alima. “she would not be alone with him at all. And perhaps she was a bit nervous, I don’t know, but she got Moadine to come and stay next door to her.” (Gilman 112) Alima is experiencing fear quite common in the bisexual world. Terry is treating Alima as he would treat women at home, he is convinced that, “there never was a women yet that did not enjoy being mastered,” (Gilman 98 ) Due to Terry’s views of women, how they should act, and how they should be treated he is unable to understand the women in Herland, “To hear him rage you’d not have believed he loved Alima at all – you’d have thought that she was some quarry he was pursuing, something to catch and conquer,” (Gilman 112) Terry’s idea that women should be submissive and that women enjoy being conquered is his downfall within Herland. He cannot accept that the women do not need men and are able to function and thrive without them. The lack of understanding and inability to adapt his view of femininity forces him to be kick out of Herland.
The dispossessed presents two different world with different values and views. Anarres is a world with no private property and no class system, the world relies on shared effort to maintain order. The neighboring planet Urras has government systems and social classes. Neither world is a perfect utopia or dystopia, both worlds have challenges. Anarres is not a true utopia due to the control around free speak and ideas, Shevek who desires to, “unbuild walls,” (Le Guin 11) takes the first step to freedom by going to Urras. (Steble 2011, 99) The novel deals with boundaries, time, perception, and free thought. I am going to be looking at the conflicting views on women and the relationships between Shevek and Takver on Anarres and Shevek and Vea on Urras. The way the women are represented and how they fit into their worlds. From the beginning of the novel we are shown the different treatment of women, “He (Captain) patted the thing he wore on his belt, a metal object like a deformed penis, and look patronisingly at the unarmed women.” (Le Guin 7) The Captain is looking down on her because she is unarmed, a woman, and from Anarres. It is not simply because she is a woman but coming from a planet where women do not hold power, he does not trust her to be the foreman. We see divisions in the way the citizens of the two world see gender, “‘And even when we have machines, when we must dig with the shovel or carry on the back, the men maybe work faster -- the big ones—but the women work longer . . . Often I have wished I was as tough as a woman.’” (Le Guin 18) Shevek is showing us the equality of gender ideals on Anarres, even though men and women work differently it does not mean women aren’t capable of “male” work. People from Urras do not share the same views, 
“‘But the loss of – of everything feminine – of delicacy – and the loss of masculine self-respect – You can’t pretend, surely, in your work, that women are your equal? In physics, in mathematics, in the intellect? You can’t pretend to lower yourself constantly to their level?’” (Le Guin 18) 
The idea that without being delicate and incapable they aren’t true women is similar to the idea of femininity presented by the men in Herland, whereas Anarres is full of strong women just like the women of Herland. 												The description of women illustrates the difference in the way they are viewed in society. The women in Herland and on Anarres are said to have lost something feminine but what about being kept is considered feminine? The description of women from Anarres versus Urras brings into focus how the different worlds see women and femininity. On Anarres Takver is first described to us as, “had (having) the laugh of a person who likes to eat well, a big and childish gape. She was tall and rather thin, with round arms and broad hips. She was not very pretty; her face was swarthy, intelligent, and cheerful.” (le Guin 148) She is described in a plain way that simply informs us about her body and her manner. Shevek continues on by saying “‘I’ve never been drawn to a woman in my life as I have been to you.’” (Le Guin p. 148) her intelligent and cheerful nature most likely drew Shevek to her. When Shevek meets Vea on Urras she is described as, “slightness, pale colouring, and oval black eyes had been transmuted into beauty. Her breast, shoulders, and arms were round, soft, and very white . . . and the small breast had also an innocent whiteness, like the snow. The curve of her neck went up smoothly into the curve of the proud, shaven, delicate head.” (Le Guin 163) The softness of her description makes it more feminine. Her relationship with Shevek is of a more sexual nature than his strong companionship to Tekver, this is due to where they are from but also the way women are perceived in each world. The more typical feminine description is due to the world she lives in. The gender roles set in place in Urras keeps the women in this feminine state, where as the need for everyone to pull their weight on Anarras diminished some of the classical feminine characteristics, causing more equality.   
Femininity is an evolving concept that changes with the role of women in society. Women should have the freedom to behave, dress, and do as they please. This is impossible in a dystopian world. The women of these worlds are vastly important to the survival of society. They endure control and strict gender roles to fit the molds made for them. Each novel display woman and the idea femininity in drastically different way. When writing the Handmaid’s Tale Margaret Atwood wanted it to be as realistic as possible and by taking real world events, she created a horrifying view of the future, deeply rooted in the fear of the removal of rights and the loss of a true story. “The novel ends – with a male scholar’s narrative – questioning the limits of narrative and interpretation.” (Stein 270) displaying the fear of becoming an invisible part of history, an object in society. A dystopia is a horrifying place for any one to exist in but for women, who are central to the continuation of the human population, the prospects are bleak and the freedom non-existent. The gender roles and ideas of femininity affect how the women are viewed in all societies, but as we’ve seen the instillation of equal work instills equality. 
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