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[image: https://thomasmdbrooke.files.wordpress.com/2015/10/robin_hobb_home-arcord-de.jpg?w=1680]The world created by author Robin Hobb in her popular fantasy book series, collectively known as the Realm of the Elderlings (1995-2017), encompasses several constructed worlds within itself. The series allows this to work by virtue of being split into a number of smaller book collections, each focusing on a different area of the world’s map, and thus a different culture or society. In doing this, Hobb is able to portray various viewpoints across separate cultures, presenting the audience with a range of interpretations of social structures and alternate angles from which to perceive them. The purpose of this essay will be to explore how her multifaceted technique of worldbuilding presents an engaging viewpoint of female characters, and in the process examines the phenomenon of women’s rights. Using a specific focus area of her built world as a centre point, this essay will demonstrate how Hobb’s representation of female characters addresses widespread attitudes towards women and their significance in society.
Realm of the Elderlings Map (c. 2015)

Hobb’s approach to constructing her ‘realm’ means she has the benefit of developing a number of diverse regions, all while embellishing the larger world in which her stories take place and allowing it to become, as termed by fellow author Brooke (2015), “richer and more realised”. In doing this, she presents the audience with a number of perspectives which often differ and conflict with other cultural viewpoints within her larger world. Discovering these new cultures through the eyes of her characters allows us as readers to observe the varying customs – namely, for the purpose of this critique, the differing stances on women.
The Tawny Man Trilogy (2002-2004) is the third instalment of the Realm of the Elderlings, and a key example of Hobb’s portrayal of female characters. The trilogy explores a location called the Outislands, located in the top right corner of the map above, which functions under a matriarchal society. The trilogy is narrated in first person by Fitz, a character from the Six Duchies – the peninsula of land shown to the west of the Outislands. It is fitting that the audience experiences this new culture through Fitz’s eyes, as the Six Duchies’ society is more comparative to our actual world traditions of male authority and of royal inheritance running through the male heirs. As the Outislands’ culture adheres to matrilineal principles, their customs are unfamiliar to both Fitz and us as an audience. Their society is formed of individual warrior clans, each loyal to a respective “mothershouse” (Hobb, 2004, p. 208), the surrounding lands of which are inherited by the clan’s daughters.
Interestingly, the Outislands’ method of societal function does not signify a complete reversal of gender roles as one might assume. The women do not take on roles typically associated with masculinity, such as combat training and warfare. These responsibilities remain the province of male members of the clans – though this is not to say that the women conform to negative feminine stereotypes of weakness or fragility. In fact, the Outislanders as a people are renowned for being tough and resilient due to the harsh and cold climate of their homeland. When the audience first encounters these characters in any detail, an observation of an Outislander procession is that they “moved almost as a phalanx of warriors might, [and] the women among them moved as dauntlessly as their men” (Hobb, 2003, p. 90). This suggests that the women are no less capable nor intimidating than the men, perhaps posing the question of whether the men are left to handle necessary warfare merely because they are considered more dispensable.
The concept of negative female stereotypes is explored by feminist philosopher Iris Marion Young (1980), who asserts that the feminine associations with feebleness and physical inferiority are not a biological occurrence, but the result of conditioning from a patriarchal society. In her essay Throwing Like a Girl, she maintains that that women are habitually prone to underperforming due to male-enforced psychological barriers, which lead women and young girls to underestimate their bodies’ capability. As these beliefs are formed under the assumption of a patriarchal society, a direct comparison can be made to the Outislands’ matriarchal principles and the ways in which women conduct themselves and regard their physical bodies under this societal structure. That is to say, if the weak, fragile associations with femininity and the female body are born from patriarchal values, it makes sense that Outislander women who are uninhibited by these male beliefs and limitations would carry themselves with confidence, and be on an equal ground with men in terms of physicality and capability.
Young also explores perceptions of the female body as a sexualised object. She brings attention to the idea that women subconsciously feel prohibited to take up as much space as men, and that this is due to sexist conditioning and the “woman's social existence as the object of the gaze of another” (Young, 1980, p. 148). This is a common issue in the area of women’s rights, and is addressed by many feminist thinkers. MacKinnon (2006) argues that many women fear to express freedom with their bodies, as men take this as an invitation to objectify and sexualise them. Converse to this, Outislander customs promote complete female autonomy in regards to sexuality. It is in fact seen as shameful for a man to make advances on a woman who has not first signalled her interest. Moreover, certain formal attire in the Outislands purposely exposes the female wearer’s breasts, as shown in the [image: ]illustration below.
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This deliberate exposure is the mark of a girl reaching womanhood, as breasts are considered a functional body part associated with motherhood in Outisland culture, not a subject of sexual fixation. This poses similarities to actual world debates about female nudity and public breastfeeding, raising questions about whether the sexualisation of women’s breasts is actually “hardwired” (Smith, 2016), or whether this is a learned human trait.
In relation to the concept of motherhood, there is a large emphases on fertility and earth in Outisland culture. Sons born into the clans may help with the tending of land, but the distribution of the crops is decided by the women. This is not only a matter of land ownership, but an act of worship to the land itself. Outislander bard tales speak of how the goddess Eda “gave birth to the land, and the outrush of her waters that accompanied that birth was the sea” (Hobb, 2004, p. 155). The islands are believed to have been shaped by Eda’s own hands to spell out her name, the reason for which they are called the “God Runes” by natives. The earth is seen as being the flesh itself of this female deity, and thus belongs to the women. Although they take on the traditional female responsibilities of child-bearing and mothering, the women are respected and revered precisely because of these roles, not despite them.
This set of beliefs can be likened to the various manifestations of Mother Earth, a central spiritual figure in many ancient faiths. Bolen (2008, p. 30) speaks of how the Greek earth goddess Gaia “was the first to take form out of chaos”, and brings attention to the words matter, matrix, and material all being derived from ‘mater’, which is the Latin for mother. This further exemplifies the idea of the earth as a physical embodiment of an overarching mother figure, a foundation from which all things are born. Native American cultures also uphold this belief, and treat the earth as sacred out of respect for the Earth Mother they worship. A quote from Smohalla, a Native American figure in the 19th century, is used in Gill’s Mother Earth (1991):
You ask me to plow the ground. Shall I take a knife and tear my mother's bosom? Then when I die she will not take me to her bosom to rest.
You ask me to dig for stones. Shall I dig under her skin for bones? Then when I die I cannot enter her body to be born again.
You ask me to cut grass and make hay and sell it and be rich like white men, but how dare I cut my mother's hair? (Gill, 1991, p. 40)

This sentiment relates closely with many Outislander principles regarding the land owned by their clans, specifically the entering of a body back into the earth after death. A staple of Outisland burial customs is that women must be returned to the fields of her clan lands. It is considered a terrible indignity and sacrilege not to do so. While the men of the islands may wander from their clan lands for years at a time, the women tend to stay close to the lands of their mothershouse for this reason, and if a woman dies away from home, her family will go to extreme lengths, even “willingly go to war” (Hobb, 2004, p. 231) to ensure her body is retrieved and buried in her motherlands. Following a seven year period where the burial field is honoured and left unsown, it is cultivated once again and the first harvest is served in a special feast.
These recurring motifs of a revered mother figure in Outisland culture are mirrored in their familial structure. Uncles or older brothers from the mother’s side are likely to be recognised as guardians to a young girl more than her father is, as the mother’s blood is where the authority lies. Each clan cedes overall control and decision-making to their “Great Mother” (Hobb, 2004, p. 211), who is the eldest grandmother of the clan. This figure may be compared to that of the Crone from various spiritual and pagan beliefs. The Crone is described in Sabat Magazine as “embodying a life lived, [. . .] past caring about patriarchal proprieties” (Krohn et al., 2017). This matches the essence of the Great Mother in the sense that female experience and age are valued rather than shunned, and enforces the principle that women should not be subject to an “expiry date” (Tuohy, 2015), but maintain their worth as they age.
These varying portrayals of female roles by Hobb is refreshing and thought-provoking, as in terms of the common perception of strong, respected female characters, especially in fantasy fiction, they are often depicted as physically strong, warrior archetypes. This type of characterisation correlates with masculine principles, and thus, when unpaired with a wider range of more diverse female character depictions, may fall into the stale mindset of making women appear strong by masculinising them. This notion is explored in Women at the Center by feminist writer and anthropologist Sanday, who states that:
Defining a female-oriented social order as the mirror image of a male form is like saying that women’s contribution to society and culture deserves a special label only if women act and rule like men. (Sanday, 2002, p. 11)

This of course, is not to say that physically strong, warrior-like women are invalid representations from a feminist perspective. If we strive to separate the idea that physical strength is directly indicative of masculinity, this can only be a progressive thing. What we can nonetheless do, is question why this character archetype tends to be somewhat of a default in the construction of strong and respected female characters, and ask why “womanishness” (Warner, 1996, p. 63) is aligned with weakness – why femininity in itself cannot be revered and viewed as strong.
In reflection, Hobb’s depiction of female roles through her Outislander women give us one snapshot of a potential social structure. The beauty of her worldbuilding method is that she can present a number of alternative viewpoints of female characters, and the audience can experience each of them without the limitations of claiming any one aspect as right or wrong. The matriarchal society of the Outislands offers a thought-provoking and empowering perspective of women’s roles, though Hobb does not constrain her representation of women to this singular vision. Indeed, other storylines that take place throughout her wider world show us women under a patriarchal rule who struggle and rebel to varying degrees, as well as women in societies where attitudes towards gender are entirely neutral. These are all valid, necessary and relevant stances. Nevertheless, her portrayal of a matriarchy as not a reversal of its counterpart, but an embracing of femininity in itself, is a notion rarely explored in much of our world’s fantasy fiction domain. In a genre whose roots are in creating worlds unlike our own, this perspective is one that surely many would rejoice in seeing embraced by worldbuilders more often.
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