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Herland and Brave New World:  A Discussion of Female Values, Motherhood and the Home in Utopian and Dystopian Fiction
The ideology of a ‘utopian’ society emerged hundreds of years ago and has since been depicted in a variety of forms in literature over the centuries.  The arrival of the literary ‘dystopia’ is more recent although it could be argued that it has existed for just as long; after all, even societies which purported stability, plenitude of resources and happiness had their own set of problems with at least some aspects of the social order.  The utopian and dystopian views of society in literature have produced a variety of critical responses.  Chris Ferns highlights that ‘recent criticism tend(s) to focus on the ways in which utopian fiction may be seen as a kind of ‘thought experiment’ presenting alternative forms of social organisation to the reader.’[footnoteRef:1]   Indeed this ‘thought experiment’ has included aspects of the social order ranging from work, education and religion to domestic life and motherhood.  Certainly, one of the major aspects of any social order are the roles of women in society including that of the mother, homemaker and wife.  One such novel which focused on females as mothers and is largely classed as ‘utopian’ is Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland published in 1915, which displayed a social order consisting entirely of women.  In 1932, a relatively short time later, but in a period of ever evolving changes in society, Aldous Huxley published Brave New World.   This has been classed as both a utopian and dystopian novel but like Herland, it also examined the workings of a social order with emphasis upon the conception and raising of children albeit in subversive ways. This essay examines the portrayal of utopian and dystopian social orders in terms of female values, motherhood and the home in Herland and Brave New World and explores the effects that such depictions created for readers past and present. [1:  Chris Ferns,  Narrating Utopia: Ideology, Gender, Form in Utopian Literature,  (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999)  p.4  ] 


In 1516, long before the advent of the novel, a text entitled Utopia was written by Thomas More which described a utopian society. The social order of this society included the roles of men and women, the home, work and the way that children were raised and educated, and the extent of More’s satirical perspective has been debated over time.[footnoteRef:2]  This utopia was a society that at first glance portrayed equality or at the very least opportunity, in terms of women being taught a trade and thus enabling them to work and contribute economically.   It was a society where the importance of education was valued for all and everybody was taught ‘in their own tongue.’ [footnoteRef:3]  Everybody lived in houses that were so ‘uniform that a whole street look(ed) like one house’ with ‘well cared for and cultivated gardens’ and every man could ‘freely enter into any house whatsoever.’[footnoteRef:4]  However on closer analysis, patriarchal values were embedded; it is noted that the women’s trades tended to ‘deal in wool and flax, which suit(ed) best with their weakness.’[footnoteRef:5]  Women served the banquets to men and nursed their children including the children of those whose mothers may have fallen sick.[footnoteRef:6]   Women were chosen for marriage by men who observed their naked bodies, a premise based on the notion that ‘there may be no secret ulcer hid under any of them.’[footnoteRef:7]   It appears therefore that a place of proposed perfection may not have been so in terms of everybody who existed within in it, particularly those who were female.   More’s utopia, in this respect, did not differ extensively from patriarchal ideals present in society at the time in which it was written and centuries later, Gilman’s Herland was produced at a time of continuing patriarchal dominance.  Nevertheless, what had changed over these centuries was both an increase in female authors and the arrival of the novel.  Jean Pfaelzer notes that utopianism as a genre allowed feminist authors to ‘reverse the reader’s expectations about the emplotment of gender roles: dominance, parenting, sexuality, language, work, money, and female competition’[footnoteRef:8] and Gilman certainly entered the female debate using the literary form of the utopian novel.  [2:  Peter Berglar, Thomas More: A Lonely Voice Against the Power of the State, (Cleveland: Scepter Publishers, 2010).   Berglar details More’s varied roles as a humanist, author, defender of the Church of Rome, lawyer and civil servant, councillor to Henry VIII and social philosopher, and his life, which took place at a tumultuous time of changing opinions, views and ideologies in society.]  [3:  Thomas More, Utopia in Open Utopia, ed. by Stephen Duncombe (New York: Minor Compositions, 2013), pp.7 – 230,  p.184.    ]  [4:  More, p.90]  [5:  More, p.161]  [6:  More, p.106]  [7:  More, p.143]  [8:  Jean Pfaelzer, ‘The Changing of the Avant Garde: The Feminist Utopia’,  Science Fiction Studies  15, 3 (1988)     pp.282-294,   p282] 


Several years before Herland was published, Gilman’s interest in the place of women in society was clear.  Previous writings declared her purpose to ‘reach in especial the thinking of women today, and urge upon them a new sense, not only of their social responsibility as individuals, but of their racial importance as makers of men.’[footnoteRef:9]   Several years later Herland  fully explored the roles of women in a different social order but to the extent that men no longer existed in their society.  The story begins with three male protagonists called Vandyck, Terry and Jeff who are on the outskirts of Herland.  Vandyck as the first person narrator enables traditional gender binary oppositions to be initially set up by a patriarchal voice.  During their approach to Herland and following their realisation that it is only women who live there, the men assume that they will not find any ‘order or organisation’ but if they do, it will be in the form of a ‘nunnery’ and ‘a peaceful, harmonious sisterhood.’  They further generalise that such a sisterhood will not exist if the women are mothers,[footnoteRef:10] thus demonstrating further patriarchal definitions of motherhood.   Thus as they arrive in Herland to find a large group of women who stand like ‘sturdy burghers’  and whom Vandyck describes as having ‘never, anywhere before, see(ing) women of precisely this quality’,[footnoteRef:11]  the paradoxical notion of a strong, collective but entirely female presence is foregrounded.  Indeed, the gender binary oppositions collapse very early in the text as the men ‘found (them)selves much in the position of the suffragette trying to get to the Parliament buildings though a triple cordon of London police.’[footnoteRef:12] The creation of a utopia thus enabled the presentation of a significant change whereby women, who were normally on the margins of society, hold a central and powerful position, whilst the men remained both physically and ideologically on the fringes of the social order. [9:   Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic Relation between Men and  Women as a Factor in Social Evolution,  (Boston: Small Maynard and Company, 1898), p.vii  <https://www.questia.com/read/127369910/women-and-economics-a-study-of-the-economic-relation>  [accessed 8 April 2019]]  [10:   Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland,  (New York:  Dover Publications Ltd, 1998), p.7]  [11:  Gilman, p.19]  [12:  Gilman, p.19] 


The men’s initial experiences of interaction with the women of Herland causes them to feel like well cared for children; Vandyck wakes from his sleep ‘as that of a healthy child’[footnoteRef:13] and as the men realise they have been ‘stripped and washed and put to bed like so many yearling babies,’[footnoteRef:14] it is apparent that the dominant ideology of Herland is that of mothering.  Such a focus in terms of the mothering of men would have been subversive at the time the text was written; indeed, Gilman’s presentation of the men being cossetted, cared for and nurtured by a group of women was in sharp juxtaposition to the supposedly powerful role of men fighting in a real life dystopia of World War One.   The nurturing treatment of the men has such an effect that Vandyck reminds the others that ‘if we are good boys and learn our lesson well’[footnoteRef:15] they may be let out to explore thus demonstrating the influential effects of such nurture upon them.  Ferns points out however that although ‘the feminine values which Herland endorses are represented as a positive alternative to the abuses of patriarchal society of the three explorers, they nevertheless reflect a conception of femininity which is very much the creation of precisely that male-dominated society whose values Gilman rejects.’[footnoteRef:16]  This argument augments the words of Susan Gubar who states that Gilman’s ‘strategy of reversal often threatens to invalidate her feminism by defining it in precisely the terms set up by the misogynists it would repudiate.’[footnoteRef:17]  Such arguments thus highlight that the effectiveness of this utopia in terms of the empowerment of women through the concept of motherhood is debatable.  However, it is important to note that the utopian construction of Herland certainly enabled and continues to enable such a debate, and in the process, questions male and female values already dominant in society; it also foregrounds motherhood as an absolutely vital part of society rather than as a role fulfilled by the weaker sex.	 [13:  Gilman, p.21]  [14:  Gilman, p.22]  [15:  Gilman, p.27]  [16:  Chris Ferns, ‘Rewriting Male Myths: Herland and the Utopian Tradition’ in A Very Different Story: Studies on the Fiction of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, ed. by Val Gough and Jill Rudd (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2004) pp. 24 – 37, p.33  ]  [17:  Susan Gubar cited in Chris Ferns, ‘Rewriting Male Myths: Herland and the Utopian Tradition’, p.33  ] 


The research of Judith A. Allen which summarises Gilman’s beliefs gives an indication of how her utopian society might have evolved.  She describes how Gilman, ‘inspired by matriarchal theories of human origins’ hypothesized that women ‘had once ruled the world.’  Gilman went on to propose that ‘these foremothers propagated by parthenogenesis, until, through a mutation, men appeared’ and that men then  ‘reduced women to sexual slavery’ thus causing females to depend on males.[footnoteRef:18]  Gilman’s utopian creation therefore offers a resolution to her beliefs, as in Herland, the men are all killed by a volcanic eruption.  Not only can the women continue to recreate using parthenogenesis, the remaining slave women are taught ‘such trades as they knew’, used ‘the tools and implements of the time, and (had) a most fertile land to work in.’[footnoteRef:19]  As the women successfully run every aspect of Herland, the utopia extends More’s premise of women learning a trade and also subverts the ideology of a patriarchal led workforce of the early twentieth century when Gilman was writing.  As Terry proclaims that the ‘world’s work’ had to ‘be done by men’ and that they ‘do not allow our women to work’, he also highlights that women are instead ‘loved- idolised-honoured (and) kept in the home to care for the children.’[footnoteRef:20]  However as Zava asks ‘do no women work, really?’[footnoteRef:21] and Terry has to admit that actually, in society, ‘seven or eight million’ of the ‘poorer sort’[footnoteRef:22] do have to work, the utopia of Herland acts as a full, unrelenting critique of society.  The less favourable aspects of real life are revealed through the questions from the women of Herland and the traditional gender status quo is weakened further.   The extent of the success of Herland as an all-female utopia is foregrounded as Vandyck notes that the women ‘don’t seem to notice our being men’[footnoteRef:23] and ironically, in a real life, war torn society being controlled – and destroyed - by male values, Gilman’s negation of the entire male sex is able to be considered through the lens of a utopian world.  [18:  Judith A. Allen cited in Rosalind Rosenberg,  ‘The Feminism of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’, American Historical   Review,  115, 4 (2010)  pp.1165 – 1166,  p.1165]  [19:  Gilman, p.48]  [20:  Gilman, p.52]  [21:  Gilman, p.52]  [22:  Gilman, p.52]  [23:  Gilman, p.26] 


Bridget Bennett describes how Gilman was interested in ‘debating the limitations of personal freedom for women’ which ‘led her to explore a great diversity of domestic spaces and limits (and) question how women function(ed) outside or beyond them.’[footnoteRef:24]  Herland can be seen as a geographical ‘space’ whereby a female utopia could not only emerge but also thrive, socially, emotionally and economically.  This space which, although public, also facilitates the private notion of mothering and the whole island both inside and outside can be seen as a home to its inhabitants.   Somel’s question  ‘what is ‘the home’?’[footnoteRef:25]  emphasises the conceptual difference between her and the readers’ notion of what a ‘home’ constitutes, but the presentation of Herland as a luscious, natural, collective space  provides a utopian ideal for living.  When Vandyck first enters Herland he notes that ‘everything was beauty, order, perfect cleanness and (had) the pleasantest sense of home all over it’[footnoteRef:26] and then realises that the women ‘loved their country because it was their nursery, playground and workshop – theirs and their children’s.’[footnoteRef:27]  Indeed, as the children ‘grew up in an environment which met their needs’  and ‘in a wide, friendly world, and knew it for theirs from the first,’[footnoteRef:28]  Herland is such a safe place, that even the protection of the men is not needed.  Once again, the real life context in which Gilman was writing was in sharp contrast to the safety, peace and calm of Herland, and thus the utopian ideals being put forward which enabled Gilman to ‘explore’ domestic spaces, albeit subversive, upheld and arguably continue to uphold the need for a world run from a very different perspective.  [24:  Bridget Bennett, ‘Pockets of Resistance: Some Notes Towards an Exploration of Gender and Genre Boundaries in Herland’   in A Very Different Story: Studies on the Fiction of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, ed. by Val Gough and Jill Rudd (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2004) pp. 38 – 53, p.38  ]  [25:  Gilman, p.20]  [26:  Gilman, p.16]  [27:  Gilman, p.81]  [28:  Gilman, p.86] 


With Herland’s all-female society who, as a collective group, successfully organise all aspects of life, comes the presentation of women as being consistently rational, calm and logical.  When the men arrive at Herland, it is the women who deal with it efficiently whilst the men act less rationally, as demonstrated by their attempts to escape without realising that the women were tracking them all the time.   Vandyck states that at first, they had expected ‘feminine vanity’, ‘jealousy’, ‘hysteria’, ‘pettiness’ and a ‘dull submissive monotony’[footnoteRef:29] and these generalisations, which are narrated throughout the text, provide a consistent reminder of the belief system towards women in the early twentieth century.  Pfaelzer describes the feminist utopia as a ‘new world’ which can ‘only be understood in constant reference to and conscious interpretation of the current world.’  She goes on to argue that the ‘authenticity of the utopian fantasy reverberates against the illogic of contemporary social and economic discrimination’.[footnoteRef:30]   Indeed, this presentation of women who always manage to have ‘unfailing dignity and good taste’, to display a ‘daring social inventiveness’ including that of ‘mechanical and scientific development’, to have ‘ a social consciousness’,  a ‘fair minded intelligence’ and a ‘standard of health and vigour, and a  calmness of temper’[footnoteRef:31]  provides an antithesis to how  females were regarded by a patriarchal society at the time Herland was written and to some extent, readers of today.  In their utopian society the women can disregard the constraints of binary oppositions whilst the portrayal of the three men, who appear far less capable, are redefined in less favourable terms.  As a result, the suggestion is made that a real life society led by the patriarchy also needs redefining, particularly at a time of war and conflict underpinned by traditional masculine ideologies. [29:  Gilman, p.68/69]  [30:  Pfaelzer, p.282]  [31:  Gilman, p.69] 

Significantly, the rationality that accompanies the women of Herland extends to deciding who is allowed to raise children.  The women explain that during the first stages of creating Herland, ‘they recognised the need of improvement as well as mere repetition, and devoted their combined intelligence to that problem – how to make the best kind of people.’[footnoteRef:32]   Katherine Fusco notes  that Gilman’s focus on ‘motherhood’ was actually ‘denaturalizing motherhood into a system of production’ and highlights Gilman’s belief that it was only through ‘the systematic production of people that the health of society (could) be guaranteed’.[footnoteRef:33]  Indeed,  Maureen Egan locates Gilman as a  Reform Darwinist in the respect that she believed that ‘the nobler sentiments and virtues’ could be bred into the human race to improve society.’[footnoteRef:34]   In Herland, Somel explains to Vandyck that ‘we have, of course, made it our first business to train out, to breed out, when possible, the lowest types’ and goes on to explain that even if a ‘lower type’ did have a baby, that motherhood is ‘only allowed to our highest artists.’  Somel continues to explain that the only women who are mothers are those ‘who are most highly competent to fulfil that office’[footnoteRef:35] and thus a strong element of authoritarianism and a presence of hierarchy is depicted.  This ‘utopia’ thus delves into the controversial area of the control of human social development and enables this potentially highly subversive debate to be considered in terms of how to create a successful social order.   [32:  Gilman, p.51]  [33:  Katherine Fusco, ‘Systems, Not Men: Producing People In Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s Herland’, Studies in the Novel, 41, 4, (2009) pp.418 – 434, p.420]  [34:  Margaret Egan, ‘Evolutionary Theory in the Social Philosophy of Charlotte Perkins Gilman’, Hypatia, 4, 1, (1989)  pp.102-119, p106]  [35:  Gilman, p.71    ] 

 
Whilst motherhood is the cornerstone of Herland both as a text and geographical place and initiates a discussion of eugenics as a means of betterment within the framework of a utopian society, Brave New World published several years later was a text which, in its opening chapters foregrounds conception and child rearing in a starkly different way.  Ferns points out that where utopian fiction ‘stresses the difference of society it depicts …. the dystopian writer presents the nightmare future as a possible destination of present society.’[footnoteRef:36]  Indeed, whilst Gilman explored the notion of improving the social order, the ‘squat grey building’ called the ‘Central London Hatchery and Conditioning Centre’[footnoteRef:37] alongside the heavily detailed and descriptive process carried out can be seen as a startling presence already part of a future world.  Jay Clayton describes a dystopia as ‘construct(ing) a model society by extrapolating from the worst, not the best, features of the contemporary world.’[footnoteRef:38] As the first chapters depict a strict, sterile world where, even before conception, everything is completely predetermined, Huxley foregrounds the potentially extreme effects of control coupled with scientific advancements upon a process usually equated with the emotions and feelings of conception, pregnancy, birth and motherhood.  Indeed, whilst Gilman was influenced by the theories of Darwin, Huxley was writing at a time of ‘modern synthesis’ which Clayton states as the ‘shift in biology that occurred in the years between the two world wars when scientists brought together Darwin’s theory of evolution with the new science of genetics.’[footnoteRef:39]  Huxley’s ‘brave new world’ therefore introduced its elements of dystopia early in the text, and by doing so, brought forward a controversial debate for readers of the time regarding the control of people in society even before conception. [36:  Ferns, Narrating Utopia,  p107]  [37:  Aldous Huxley, Brave New World  (London: Vintage, 1994), p.1]  [38:  Jay Clayton, ‘The Modern Synthesis: Genetics and Dystopia in the Huxley Circle’, Modernism/Modernity, 23,  4   (2016) pp.875 – 896,  p.876  ]  [39:  Clayton, p.875   ] 


The degree of ‘dystopia’ within Huxley’s ‘brave new world’ has been debated at length. Joanne Woiak insists that Brave New World ‘reflected public anxieties about the supposedly degenerating hereditary qualities of the population and how this decline would affect England’s economic and political future.’[footnoteRef:40]  She notes Huxley’s deep interest in eugenics and summarises that ‘eugenics was not a nightmare prospect but rather the hope for designing a better world if used by the right people.’[footnoteRef:41]  Looked at from this perspective, Huxley’s creation could be seen as a means of averting what could have become a real life dystopian society.  However Ferns highlights, using the terms of Mikhail Bakhtin, that ‘the monologic authority of the utopian voice (for example, that of the Director of Hatcheries and Conditioning) is undermined by the parodic context in which it is placed’[footnoteRef:42] which ultimately enables the author’s voice to prevail.  Indeed, the comment made by the Director that women donate ova in an ‘operation (that is) undergone voluntarily for the good of Society not to mention the fact that it carries a bonus amounting to six months’ salary’[footnoteRef:43] points out that ‘voluntary’ participation is actually rewarded financially.  As Mr Foster goes on to describe ‘so many individuals of such and such quality’[footnoteRef:44] after the reader has learned of the ‘decanting’ of humans,  the almost laughable paradoxes of such a system are highlighted. Similarly, as the Director is described as having the ‘light of combat in his eyes’ and wants to ‘beat them’[footnoteRef:45] when discussing the number of eggs which need to be produced to match other countries, it aligns reproduction with competition on a global scale and such a set up carries frightening connotations of both global conflict and an increasing consumerism.  As the students are likened to  ‘chickens drinking’[footnoteRef:46] the passivity of society is foregrounded and Huxley’s satire on both the dystopian elements of society at the time in which he was writing alongside his warning for a dystopian world in the future cannot be ignored.  [40:  Joanne Woiak, ‘Designing a Brave New World: Eugenics, Politics, and Fiction’, The Public Historian, 29, 3, (2007) pp.105 – 129, p. 106 ]  [41:  Woiak, p.110]  [42:  Ferns, Narrating Utopia, p.110 ]  [43: Huxley, p.1]  [44:  Huxley, p.4]  [45:  Huxley, p.3]  [46:  Huxley, p.4] 

In the Hatchery, each embryo’s ‘class’ is decided straightaway, with some undergoing  Bokanovsky’s Process, which is regarded as ‘one of the major instruments of social stability.’[footnoteRef:47]    Significantly, the ‘whole of (the) small factory’ is ‘staffed with the products of a single bokanovskified egg’,[footnoteRef:48] which emphasises the impact of a scientific process that creates an entire group of people, whom have been conditioned to continue a never-ending process and thus ensure that nothing disrupts the status quo.  The word ‘factory’ also suggests that the production of people is part of what has become an entirely consumerist society.  As the Director reminds his students that an Epsilon embryo has to be kept ‘below par’ because an ‘Epsilon embryo must have an Epsilon environment as well as an Epsilon heredity’ and does not ‘need human intelligence’,[footnoteRef:49] the fact that everything is completely determined cannot be ignored. Indeed, as the nurseries are entitled the ‘Neo-Pavlovian Conditioning Rooms’[footnoteRef:50]  Huxley foregrounds the impact of psychological thought surrounding conditioning and behaviour of the period.[footnoteRef:51]   Other embryos are conditioned with future jobs in mind as ‘by the time they were decanted the embryos had a horror of cold’ and thus were ‘predestined to emigrate to the tropics’ to be ‘miners …acetate silk spinners and steel workers.’[footnoteRef:52]   Once the embryos have become babies  they are conditioned to dislike books and flowers, as books might ‘decondition one of their reflexes’ and flowers are purely ‘gratuitous’.[footnoteRef:53]  Indeed, as the premise ‘what man has joined, nature is powerless to put asunder’ is starkly demonstrated, the frightening effects of psychological advancement used to ‘mother’ children is shown.  As the babies then listen to repeated voices known as ‘hypnopaedia’[footnoteRef:54] it reinforces the differences between Alpha, Beta and Delta children to ensure they know their place in the social order and children thus form one part of a big, collective machine.   Such processes in Huxley’s futuristic society will have shocked and no doubt continue to shock readers; nevertheless, the focus upon such approaches inevitably leads readers to consider what could happen if the scientific and consumerist paths are blindly followed.  [47:  Huxley, p. 2]  [48:  Huxley, p.2]  [49:  Huxley, p.6]  [50:  Huxley, p.8]  [51: B. F. Skinner, About Behaviorism, (USA: Random House, 1988).   B. F. Skinner’s operant conditioning was developed in the early twentieth century following Ivan Pavlov’s initial studies in the late nineteenth century, which radically influenced views on human behaviour and how this could be changed.  ]  [52:  Huxley, p. 6]  [53:  Huxley, p.9]  [54:  Huxley, p.12] 


Alongside the negation of natural conception and motherhood in Brave New World the place of ‘home’ is also relegated:
  Home, home – a few small rooms, stiflingly over-inhabited by a man, by a periodically teeming woman, by a rabble of boys and girls of all ages.  No air, no space: an under sterilized prison: darkness disease, and smells.  (The Controller’s evocation was so vivid that one of the boys, more sensitive than the rest, turned pale at the mere description and was on the point of being sick)……  and home was as squalid psychically as physically.  Psychically, it was a rabbit hole, a mid-den, hot with the frictions of tightly packed life, reeking with emotion.  What suffocating intimacies, what dangerous, obscene, insane relationships between the members of the family group!  Maniacally, the mother brooded over her children (her children)…brooded over them like a cat over its kittens … ‘My baby, and oh, oh, at my breast, the little hands, the hunger, and that unspeakable agonizing pleasure!  Till at last my baby sleeps, my baby sleeps with a bubble of white milk at the corner of his mouth.  My little baby sleeps …..’[footnoteRef:55] [55:  Huxley p.16] 


This view is given by the Director: language such as ‘suffocating’, ‘dangerous’, obscene’ and ‘insane’ shows the complete disgust of the Director and his view that this type of society is ‘reeking with emotion’ outlines his contempt for such feelings.  However, as the person in control of a primary aspect of a futuristic world of mechanised stability and order, his description is a somewhat emotive outburst and thus suggests the contradictions apparent in this world.   His description of the feeding baby is almost likened to being a sexual act and thus the paradoxes of the supposed beliefs of a promiscuous society are shown.  M. Keith Booker highlights the Freudian influence upon Huxley’s social order; Freud argued that ‘the more closely the members of a family are attached to one another, the more often they do tend to cut themselves off from others’[footnoteRef:56]  and thus the notion of ‘family’ is completely banished from this world as it serves as a danger to successfully controlling all aspects of society.  The actual physical space of the home is also emphasised in terms of its limitations and any allowance of such spaces are considered dangerous in terms of facilitating intimacy and thus supporting the structures of home and family that are so heavily despised.  A manic breastfeeding mother is also presented thus traditional motherhood is portrayed as a dangerously unstable ideology.  Indeed, the notion of actually being a mother is always discussed with disgust and the Director’s revulsion that it is ‘her’ baby and that it is gaining sustenance and therefore life from a human being is utterly revolting in this world.  When the reader later discovers that the Director had fathered a child in the past, his character truly demonstrates the hypocrisy of the society he so reveres. The Director’s outburst concerning motherhood, home and the family ultimately foregrounds the full dystopian proportions of his society and his character acts as a warning to readers regarding state control of all values and beliefs.  [56:  M. Keith Booker, The Dystopian Impulse in Modern Fiction: Fiction as Social Criticism,   (Westport CT: Greenwood Press, 1994)  p.55   ] 


Whereas there is an abundance of females in Herland, the reader of Brave New World is introduced to very few.  However, the inclusion of Lenina and Linda’s characters enables the position of the adult female to be explored.  Lenina, as a female who has always lived in the brave new world, appears to be content within her utopia  certainly in the early chapters of the text; she feels that she is ‘free to have the most wonderful time’ and believes that ‘everybody’s happy nowadays.’[footnoteRef:57]  She also demonstrates the highly promiscuous nature of her society which is in sharp contrast to both the non-sexualised women of Herland but also to the non-acceptance of female promiscuity at the time in which Huxley was writing; her promiscuity however foregrounds a notion of freedom and the ideology that ‘everyone belongs to everyone else.’[footnoteRef:58]  Lenina is strong and healthy and living in a society of plenitude without the constraints of  motherhood, domestic burdens and marriage.  In contrast, Linda, the second main female character of Brave New World who now lives in the reservation but was initially from the futuristic world is, in her view, certainly living in a place that is not a utopia; it is dirty, overcrowded, she has a dysfunctional relationship with a man called Pope, she has aged greatly and she self-medicates with alcohol.  Linda is also the only mother in the text and the childhood memories of John her son, demonstrates her initial difficulties with this concept. Such a presentation of a female, in comparison to Lenina’s character, initially suggests that the futuristic world is far more appealing.    [57:  Huxley, p 38]  [58:  Huxley, p.60] 


However,  David Leon Higdon points out that Huxley created a character in Lenina who was ‘at odds with the text, who resisted fitting comfortably into the fable of the text and being shaped by the ideas’[footnoteRef:59] of it.  Indeed, although her conditioning regarding her feelings towards motherhood appears to have worked as she is disgusted when she first meets Linda, at one point she is not feeling ‘very keen on promiscuity’[footnoteRef:60] but then remembers that she must make the effort.  This suggests an element of individual feeling and this grows when her unhappiness as she pines for John is shown, which indicates that her supposed emotionless state is not entirely intact.  Tragically, despite her emotional feelings towards John  her conditioned promiscuous attitude is ultimately  her downfall, as when John eventually does declare that he loves her, she is only able to show her affection through sex which he feels makes her a ‘whore’ and an ‘impudent strumpet.’[footnoteRef:61]  Finally, despite Lenina’s supposed utopian existence, she is murdered by the man who could not embrace who he saw as the product of a dystopian society.   Lenina is indeed somebody who does not entirely ‘fit in’ with the ideologies of her supposed utopia and the facts that she is not accepted as a woman in a different society foregrounds the extent and constraints of the dystopia that she actually lives in.    [59:  David Leon Higdon, ‘The Provocations of Lenina in Huxley’s Brave New World’, International Fiction Review, 29, 1-2 (2002)  <http://www.questia.com/read/1G1-91036603/the-provocations-of-lenina-in-huxley-s-brave-new-world>   [Accessed 14 April 2019]]  [60:  Huxley, p.19]  [61:  Huxley, p.81] 


Linda’s ability to change is also demonstrated as eventually after her son John is born, her maternal feelings grew as she ‘put her arms round him and kissed him again and again.’[footnoteRef:62]  Linda goes on to educate John by teaching him how to read and write which eventually enables him to read Shakespeare and thus towards the end of the text, the importance of maternal input is foregrounded and shows John’s love of literature which is in sharp contrast to the conditioning that takes place to ensure babies do not like books in the futuristic society.  Tom Moylan points out that ‘crucial to dystopia’s vision in all its manifestations is this ability to register the impact of an unseen and unexamined social system on the lives of everyday people’[footnoteRef:63]   and as Linda finds it difficult to navigate her return to the ‘brave new world’ mainly due to her status as a mother which ‘was past a joke: it was an obscenity’,[footnoteRef:64] her position as a female in both societies is tragically untenable.  As the dying Linda opts for large doses of soma she then finds her ‘utopia’, which tragically, involves removing herself in every way but physically from the futuristic society she so heavily desired to return to.  As she lays dying, Linda, whose ‘pale, bloated face wore an expression of imbecile happiness’[footnoteRef:65] says Pope’s name.  In a similar way to Lenina, Linda’s conditioning has not completely worked and the fundamental ideologies of this ‘brave new world’ are again brought into question.  [62:  Huxley, p. 53]  [63:  Tom Moylan, Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2000) p.xiii]  [64:  Huxley, p. 64]  [65:  Huxley, p.84] 


The role of women including female values, motherhood and the home are explored using the genre of the utopia in Gilman’s novel.  The three male visitors set up gender binary oppositions which are quickly dismantled by the ideologies of the place of Herland and the overarching framework of motherhood is quickly extended to the men.   Although such an emphasis on motherhood has been viewed as empowering women to different degrees, the creation of an all-female utopia would have enabled and continues to enable a subversive but unrealistic vision of a powerful femaleness to be put forward in a patriarchal world.  Alongside motherhood, the women are also economically successful, calm, rational and productive and their questions and actions act as a subversive critique of a real life patriarchal society.   Indeed, as the actual geographical space of Herland embodies a safe, calm and natural home for all of the women and their children, it sharply juxtaposes an early twentieth century society of war, damage and fear.   Gilman’s utopia, influenced by Darwinism even explores the notion of the control of human social development through the careful selection of those fit for mothering, although such avenues arguably illustrate a utopia’s capacity to quickly become dystopian - it is Huxley’s Brave New World however, that truly embeds this concept.  Huxley, writing at a time of genetic development and in an increasingly consumerist society fully explores the dystopian notion of the production of people which aims to create a utopian existence of happiness, contentment and pleasure.  The act of mothering is completely negated as embryos are decanted and conditioned in order to take their place in society and the concepts of the home, mothering and the family unit have been banished. The prominent female characters of Lenina and Linda demonstrate the different perspectives towards experiencing utopian and dystopian existences and tragically, their resulting deaths bring no ‘happy endings’ or answers to the way that a social order should be run in terms of the positions of women and by default, men.   Regardless of this, the exploration of social structures by Gilman and Huxley in both utopian and dystopian fashion enables the role of the female to be viewed from unique perspectives and most certainly informed and continues to inform the complex female debate. 
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