CAEN 6074: READING & WRITING GENDER

Charlotte Perkins Gilman - Utopian writing

UTOPIAN WRITING 

All systems of notation offer us models of reality rather than descriptions of it.

     (Robert Scholes, Structural Fabulation: An Essay on the Fiction of the Future, (Notre 

     Dame & London: U.Notre Dame P., 1975), p.4)

· Utopian literature is a popular fictional mode, older than novel; avoids psychoanalysis, not interested in individual but in politics of model state, primarily critical of status quo through implicit (if incredulous) comparison; often satiric – how our beloved present falls short, much attention given to details of state; is implicit in any pastoral ideal (cf Thucydides’s critique of the corruption in the city of 3rd century Alexandria in his Idylls; or in Renaissance pastoral as in, say, As you Like It)

· obvious links with religion (Eden; Paradise), with philosophy and politics (Plato’s Republic; Thomas More’s Utopia; William Morris’s News from Nowhere; H.G.Wells’s A Modern Utopia)

· informed the many and inexhaustible attempts to set up ideal societies from which the disruptive force - termed ‘alien’ - had been expelled (from monasteries to the Diggers and Levellers, from the Quakers to the Family of Love, from Coleridge and Southey’s pantisocracy to the 1848 Paris Commune; from Marx and Engels’s communism to Hitler’s fascism; from hippy communes to men’s sweat lodges and back to nature movements and nudist colonies and … on and on and on …)

· serves to admonish the present day

· The version of the utopia most common in twentieth century is its inversion: the dystopia. This equally depends equally on an ideal but sketches the future degeneration of already crumbling present. It is the impulse behind Frankenstein but can be seen more strictly in texts such as Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee at the Court of King Arthur)  is mixed in Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World, full blown in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four or Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange.  Lots of feminist dystopias: for the purposes of this module we can compare Herland to Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale.

· Dystopia informs lots of  science fiction/crime fiction – think of Chandler’s mean streets with their corrupt police (umpteen others in that mode), think of films such as Bladerunner or The Matrix or The Truman Show Wonderful mixture of genres in Ursula LeGuin’s The Left Hand of Darkness.

· Serves as a warning for the present day
Feminism and utopian literature

Certain societies are utopian because they are characterised by sexual equality, women’s freedom , or other other conditions  conditions desired by feminists.  … The thoroughly skeptical feminist directs suspicion not only towards patriarchy but also toward the pat answers of utopian feminism.

Something about the static serenity of a utopia, feminist or not, is fatal to narrative; a pure, perfect utopia can never be narrated . Because a story needs conflict, desire, or unhappiness to generate the energy required to launch it, contentment will never propel it off the ground In short good news is no news.  

(Ellen Peel, ‘Utopian Feminism, Skeptical Feminism and Narrative Energy’, (in Feminism,  Utopia and Narrative, ed cit., pp.34-49), p.35 )

There is an intrinsic relation between narrative and utopian discourse. An imagined utopia is not in any simple sense a setting for a story; the utopian may be present as a metanomyc drive through a narrative toward something better than what the text sets up as reality in the present. Utopian discourse need not present a systematic program , but may be part of the affective texture of a story. As such, the utopian aspect of a story may be the object of skepticism as well as hope, playing out in conflicts that animate the story. Finally, there is no need to look exclusively at a story’s ending to locate its utopian dimension. … If we argue that a happy ending to a given narrative is  utopian, then it must be on the basis of how the ending proposes to resolve and improve, in a consistent and somehow possible way, dystopian elements of the world presented in the story.

(Sarah Webster Goodwin, ‘Feminism and Utopian Discourse in Pride and Prejudice,  Villette, & “Babette’s Feast”,’ (in Feminism, Utopia and Narrative, ed cit., pp.1-20), p.5.)

The utopian novel reached its peak in Britain, as it did in America, during the 1880s and 1890s. Cultural differences were, however, quite marked, and British women’s utopias differ in several important aspects from those of their American contemporaries. Broadly speaking , the British writers show more interest in political and legal changes, even to reform domestic relationships ( the ideal of motherhood , for instance is presented either as peripheral or in terms of the state as ‘Mother of the People’, never as the foundation stone of a society as in Gilman’s Herland). British utopias are more often urban in setting and are located in a far future Briatain rather than in a sequestered valley or another planet. 

(Nan Bowman Albinski, ‘“The Laws of Justice, of Nature, and of Right”: Victorian Feminist Utopias’, in Feminism, Utopia and Narrative, ed cit., pp.50-68), p.51)

___________________________

The potential stasis of the descriptive utopian novel evaded by having 3 visitors and discussion between them – they bring in the various viewpoints of the outer world and each is seen as inadequate in the utopia – dystopian ending as enter the rest of the world and the follow up – and With Her in Ourland is indeed a dystopia. 

