Dreams and Nightmares: Exploring Utopian and Dystopian writing

Outside looking in; inside looking out: the place of perception in utopian and dystopian texts.

In order to begin this essay, it will first be necessary to establish a meaning behind the use of Utopia and Utopian fiction; 

   As has already been argued, Utopian fiction reflects not just the ideological climate of its day, not just the influence of the available literary models, but also the writer’s own awareness of and response to a specifically utopian literary tradition.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Chris Ferns, Narrating Utopia: Ideology, Gender, Form in Utopian Literature. (Liverpool, Liverpool University Press) 1991 p 31] 


This suggests that the idea of a Utopia is to take the instabilities of an ever-changing culture and conflicts that are present in that era in order to stabilize them, creating security, in many ways ‘What Utopia offers its citizens above all, is security. Albeit in a ration form, it might be argued, Utopian society offers many of the same attractions as does the fantasized paradise.’[footnoteRef:2] Thomas More wrote Utopia and in doing so, many have said he began a trend of writing a newly organised society, rid of the imperfection. More’s were thoughts likely shadowed by an interest in the return to a Golden Age or an age before the fall of Eden. In offering a better world, there is the implication that world we live in has flaws.  [2:  Ferns, p 43] 


Out of Utopian writing, formed the emergence of the dystopia ‘reflective of the mood of the times dystopian fiction assumed the leading role of the Utopian genre.’[footnoteRef:3] For the purpose of this essay, two texts have been chosen to focus closely on in relation to the place of perception in Utopian and Dystopian texts, these are Herland by Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Brave New World by Aldous Huxley.  [3:  William W. Matter, ‘Science Fiction Studies’ The Utopian tradition and Aldous Huxley, Vol 2 (July 1975) pp 146-151, (p 147)] 


During 1915 fears of the ongoing World War One, accompanied with fear of empiricism and famine inhibited the daily life of many around the world. Gilman wrote Herland in 1915 and tells the story of a woman only colony discovered by three males, pre-WW1 explorers, it is important to note that Gilman gives each of these male characters different values and views of life, representing the numerous problems of masculinity caused through a culturally changing system. Terry for example, an American explorer, is a ‘typical macho male, handsome, strong, and good with machines and electrical equipment.’[footnoteRef:4] Jeff is a botanist and often is found looking up to women, placing them on a pedestal ‘Jeff, with his gentle romantic old-fashioned notions of women as clinging vines.’[footnoteRef:5] Finally Van, a sociologist and somewhere in the middle of both the afore mentioned males. Notably, it seems their occupation reflects the nature of their personalities in respect to how they relate to women.  [4:  M Keith. Booker, Dystopian Literature: ‘A theory and Research Guide ‘Charlotte Perkins Gilman: Herland’ (Westport, Greenwood publishing group inc.) 1994 p51]  [5:  Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (New York, dover Publications Inc.) 1998 p 18] 


 Firstly, looking at the Herland community as a Utopian dream, from the perspective of how the women relate to their land. Like More’s Utopia it is communal, no one place is a ‘home’ that is to say the women have no one fixed abode. This to the women creates a feeling of stability, the ‘natural world’ is kept outside, things such as the war and violence. Since the history of their invasion and how they had ‘slew their brutal conquerors’[footnoteRef:6] the women were eager and set upon keeping savagery and violence outside. This is can be seen when the three men first come across Herland and the women lock them away, Van comments ‘Our first violence made it necessary to keep us safeguarded for a while, but as soon as. We learned the language- and agreed to do no harm…’[footnoteRef:7] It is visible that the community they have, is better than the society they learn the three men have come from. They learn of burglary, animals being stolen from homes or land on which their homes reside and learn about the uses of having certain pets. An example of this is where Terry says, ‘they are protection, they bark if bulgers try to get in.’[footnoteRef:8] Van continues to talk about dogs and the issue of thievery, he goes on to tell Zava ‘” A valuable dog would be stolen if he was let loose.” I said, “we put collars on them, with the owners name on it, in case they do stray.”’ [footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Gilman p 47]  [7:  Gilman, p 38]  [8:  Gilman, p 45]  [9:  Gilman, p 45] 


Terry constantly irritated by the fact that there is no concept of ‘home’ at all to be had amongst the women ‘“Home” he sneered. “there isn’t a home in the whole pitiful place!” ‘ 
Leads us into a possible indicator of this being a Utopia from the womens’ view point within the confines of their community, is their emphasis on motherhood.  When it becomes apparent how the women have been conceiving children, that being virginally. The importance of motherhood within their society is held to the highest degree;

   ” Here we have human motherhood- in full working use,” she went on. “Nothing else except the literal sisterhood of our origin, and the far higher and deeper union of social growth. The children in this country are the one centre and focus of all our thoughts. Every step of our advance is always considered in its effect on them- on the race. You see, we are Mothers,” she repeated…[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Gilman p 57] 


When Somel learns from Van of the term abortion and that women of his society sometimes destroy their unborn she seems disgusted and cannot contemplate why that would be done. This from the view point of Somel can be a reason that she seems her community as a safe place and the society these men come from as a dystopia. The men learn also that there is no sense of family here as they are all one large sisterhood of no enemies. 

Another way this community could be seen as a Utopia from either outsider or insider is the non-existence of poverty and famine. They have enough fruit and nuts to sustain themselves and live equally amongst one another, they use their land for this purpose. They no longer keep cattle as they used the room that would have kept them to ensure they had enough room to sustain themselves in other ways, it seems the thought of eating the meet and breeding them for meat was not an option. As Van had previously learnt the laws of the community were always reassessed to ensure survival and sustainability. Furthermore, though the women at one point feared over population, measures were and continue to be taken in order to keep this issue under control. This was, eugenically achieved, by allowing everyone to be mother to any one baby, they would not have had the desire it took to conceive a baby of their own, as any baby born was all of their baby. 

However, ‘there does remain a problem in all Utopian constructions from which even Gilman’s Does not seem to rescue her project.’[footnoteRef:11] This can be seen in a number of ways. Firstly, the aspect of control over the women suggests that the laws being reassessed often seem only to be surfaces rules, not any of the ones with deep rooting in the community. ‘To maintain their perfection, Utopias must greatly compromise freedom.’[footnoteRef:12] An example of this is visible through the measure of control taken over who gets to physically birth a child. A woman who is said to be ‘troublesome’ would not be allowed to have a child, and if they were to give birth would have their baby taken from them specifically and be raised and education by others of the community. This strict control resides primarily over the individual, the one whom others deem as ‘unskilled’ at child rearing. There is no true sense of freedom here, as there is no true sense of ‘self’, it is a membership, being one of the community. The level of control in a society based on utilitarian values in order to reach the type of perfection expected from a Utopian society also extends also to nature, the butterfly is an example of this. The order demanded from a Utopian society causes discomfort also, this can be seen in Herland from viewpoint of the three men when they come to learn that their escape was made aware to the women from the very beginning. Van, Jeff and Terry were being watched continuously, without even their knowledge, Bentham’s panopticon springs to mind here, in light of revolutionary and rational notions of maintaining control and order.   [11:  Kim Johnson-Bogart ‘The Utopian imagination of Charlotte Perkins-Gilman: Reconstructing of meaning in ‘Herland’, Pacific Coast Philology, Vol 27 (Sept 1992) pp 85-92, p 89]  [12:  Johnson-Bogart, p 90] 


From Terry’s standpoint, it would appear that Herland is coined a dystopia to him. There is no concept of wife or home, the women do not idealise him and do not look to him for sex. Furthermore, the fact of there not being any conflict and war does not fathom with him, he cannot get to grips with the world revolving without the violence. ‘Life’s a struggle… has to be,” terry insisted “if there is no struggle, there is no life- that’s all.”’[footnoteRef:13] Throughout the text Terry is unhappy living and being educated by the women, this fantasised way of living does not suit Terry’s nature, his overtly masculine nature around women who possess both masculine and feminine qualities does not fit here, resulting in his outburst of anger and snide remarks, until he is forced to leave after savagely raping Alima, even Van and Jeff cannot quite comprehend where Terry went wrong as they were a married couple. Looking out from within, it would appear the women are very happy with their way of living, a Utopia, even with the controlling utilitarian society that Utopia creates, the sense of individual freedom is non-existent. From the outside looking in, dependant on perception and the individual looking in from the outside can be varied. On the one hand, there is Jeff, who is so happy amongst the women and his wife and their life values, the lack of famine disease and war all positive factors along with the virtues he seems in these women remains living there with them. This of course does not apply to Terry. Ellador and Van leaving with Terry, not because they necessarily want to but because it is necessary for Terry to have help operating their plane and so that Ellador can learn more about the outside world and may return with information (although, she must be assessed to assure no diseases will infiltrate the community from the outside.)  [13:  Gilman p 85] 


 ‘…the dystopian viewpoint displaces traditional utopianism as the most significant element in the philosophy of utopian speculation.’ Along with this Utopian fiction ‘gave expression to humanity’s growing sense of mastery over both social conditions and the natural world, the works of writer such as Zamyatin, Huxley and Orwell speak to an audience increasing disillusioned by the consequences of such controlling aspirations.’[footnoteRef:14] This leads into a Brave New World. The starting point of Huxley’s work in BNW immediately draws our attention to the society that is about to be presented to us, a society of ‘capitalism, communism, fascism and modern science.’[footnoteRef:15] Ferns notes that this is could be seen as reflected in the names of some of the characters, Lenina Crowne, Benito Hoover, Morgana Rothschild, Helm Watson and many more. The matter of eugenics in BNW is not unlike Herland in the sense that it is controlled and ordered to benefit the masses. However, it is far less mystical and more scientifically modified here. This could be reflective of Huxley’s cultural era and the rise of modern sciences. Looking closer into the eugenics programme in this text it is evident the extremity this society goes to in order to maintain stability through control and order. The pre-conditioning of babies into categories in the hatcheries is only the beginning or the conditioning, this is done through creating test tube babies with specific set characteristics, intellect limitation and so on. ‘Bokanovsky’s Process is one of the major instruments of social stability.’[footnoteRef:16] Each person born into a specific caste type, from the higher caste of an Alpha plus, whose intelligence was high in order to maintain the stability of the community.  To the lower caste of Epsilon, whose human intelligence is incredibly low, but their physical development was fast in order to fill the manual physically demanding jobs to fulfil those needs in the community. The conditioning continues then when the babies are born, they are conditioned to suit their caste, for example, the Delta caste babies at eight months are placed on the floor and made to look at flowers and books and the babies are electrified in order to grow with a hatred toward books and flowers so that they do not stray from their caste placement. This process takes away from the individual, people are there to maintain stability and order in the community, as for the lower castes, it can be noted that this caste system may not fully work by reading the text, examples of this are when studying Lenina, Bernard and the Epsilon operating the lift. It is possible that there is desire for change within this society. Lenina going to look for John, there is something different in her, we can see this at the beginning of the text also, when she speaks to another female member of her caste about not completely understanding the problem of just being with one sexual partner for a period of time. Some part of Bernard appears to have a desire for change also by wanting to go the savage reservation in the first place. Finally, the Epsilon on the lift calling for the roof, assuming with the desire to step outside onto it. All of these are desires for something different but each of them pulls themselves back.  [14:  Fern p105-106]  [15:  Ferns, p 108]  [16:  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World (vintage, London) 1994 p 5] 


With consideration to the lack of family, love and relationships within this community adds to the value the society holds toward pleasure as being of vital importance. The people of the community have no lasting relations, they are taught to have sex with multiple people, not commit to anyone person and to function through their specific jobs and then merely concentrate on filling their time pleasurably, an example of this is with the ‘feelies’ as a recreational activity and obstacle golf. However. there are no books of literature to be had in the community, no one allowed to read anything by Shakespeare for example, suggesting that the hierarchy truly are totalitarian in ensuring control and order through ensuring no loving relations or families can flourish and risk de-stabilising their community. 

Furthermore, if the society was so perfect, would there be a need for soma to take away any sad or uneasy feeling? Surely there should be no sad or uneasy feeling to take away if the society functioned so well, which leads to the notion that in order for one to feel happiness there must be an accessibility to the sense of pain and loss. John is evidence that this community is not Utopian from every view point. On the savage reservation John read Othello not being a part of the reservation itself due to his mother’s promiscuity and having not much socialised with the others on the land he still came to despise the society he is brought to by Lenina and Bernard, resulting ultimately in death. The disturbing nature of John whipping himself in torment is intensified by the realisation that the people of the community find it thrilling to watch him in this state of torment, they cannot comprehend the pain and find it instead enjoyable. The only sense that is had is finding enjoyment and pleasure in everything, demonstrating that there is no real choice of emotion to anyone in that society. To John who has learnt of love, emotion and pain cannot live happily in a place where science is everything (controlled science, that is)[footnoteRef:17]. Effectively, this novel can be seen as attacking the traditional form of the Utopian concept; [17:  Take Mustapha Mond for example, once a physicist but got too inquisitive in his younger years and now finds himself the head cook.] 


    …Huxley says that Plato’s republic of rigid stability and unity- a society with little personal freedom and no innovation- is stagnant and unproductive. His literary assault upon the Utopian tradition is sweeping and not entirely unjustified. Individuality does indeed frequently disappear behind a façade of Utopian order and reason.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  ] 


However, coming from a place in time of the 1930’s Wall street crash, would it not be valid to consider that the notion of a stable community, job laid out, always clothed and fed with no attachments to anything but attaining pleasure would be a society desired by some. This can be seen within the stability the community offers in the sense that if the conditioning were said to work infallibly then everyone being conditioned takes away the possibility of identity crisis, everyone would be happy where they are in their predestined areas that give each person their sense of purpose in the world.  From the viewpoint of the people within that kind of system it could be perceived that they are free from contradictions, attachments and general worry. This foremost being from their conditioning, pre and post-natal. Furthermore, from viewpoint of Lenina upon visiting the savage reservation and seeing the human body as something other than a machine is met with a ‘grotesque’ vision of aging and unattractive beings that she cannot categorise as she has never seen anything like it before. ‘Lenina noticed with disgust that two of the front teeth were missing. And the colour of the ones that remained…She shuddered. It was worse than the old man.’[footnoteRef:19] Being conditioned and to grow up under the circumstances of being youthful until the age of sixty and the no longer existing leaves Lenina looking at this savage reservation horrified and as a place of nightmares, resulting in her partaking in a soma holiday for much of the trip. [19:  Huxley, p 102] 


Linda on the other hand, seems to be in a limbo land, though she is glad to return to her community from the savage reserve, it can be argued that through her many years on the reservation and through having a child of her own, a family, she has learnt to love, and in her last moments in a soma induced coma, recalls that love of her son. Therefore, for Linda, it appears that neither or both may be a dystopia or utopia to her. 

In conclusion, while the Utopian narrative looks for differences, in order to stabilise society, the dystopian writing is depicted as a world less desirable than our world. From my exploration above I believe that it is arguable that an individual’s view is perceivable from where they are standing, how they have been educated and the environment in which they have been born and grown in. Though the Utopian texts studied so far take away individuality society cannot take away the individual or there would be no society. ‘…the experience of totalitarian Utopian premise that strong, centralized authority would act in the best interest of the citizen.’[footnoteRef:20] I believe that this statement could be true dependant on the individual, something that Utopia takes out of the question, leaving room for the dystopian to emerge.  [20:  Ferns, 106] 
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