PARTIAL
VISIONS

Feminism and
Utopianism in
the 1970s

NN

ANGELIKA BAMMER

390371n0Y

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details



Partial Visions

Utopianism—the belief that reality not only must but can be changed—is one
of the most vital impulses of feminist politics. Angelika Bammer traces the
articulation of this impulse in literary texts produced within the context of the
American, French and German women’s movements of the 1970s. Partial
Visions provides a conceptual framework within which to approach the history
of western feminism during this formative period. At the same time, the
book’s comparative approach emphasizes the need to distinguish the particular-
ities of different feminisms. Bammer argues that in terms of a radical utopi-
anism, western feminism not only continued where the Left foundered, but
went a decisive step further by reconceptualizing what both “political” and
“utopian” could mean. Through simultaneously close and contextualized read-
ings of texts published in the United States, France and the two Germanics
between 1969 and 1979, it examines the transformative potential as well as the
ideological blindspots of this utopianism. It is this double edge that Partial
Visions emphasizes. Feminist utopianism, it argues, is not just visionary, but
myopic (i.e. time and culture-bound) as well.

As a cross-cultural study of a formative period in this history of western
feminism and an investigation of feminist textual politics, Partial Visions
addresses readers in the fields of women’s studies, comparative literature and
contemporary cultural studies.
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To the women of my 1970s and our abiding belief
in a world that needs much changing



Es ist auch mir gewil, dal wir in der Ordnung bleiben miissen, dafl es den
Austritt aus der Gesellschaft nicht gibt und wir uns aneinander priifen miissen.
Innerhalb der Grenzen aber haben wir den Blick gerichtet auf das Vol-
lkommene, das Unmogliche, Unerreichbare, sei es der Liebe, der Freiheit oder
jeder reinen Grofe. Im Widerspiel des Unmoglichen mit dem Maoglichen
erweitern wir unsere Moglichkeiten. Dal wir es erzeugen, dieses Span-
nungsverhéltnis, an dem wir wachsen, darauf, meine ich, kommt es an[.]

I too know that we must stay within the given order, that it is not possible
to remove oneself from society and that we must test ourselves against and
with one another. Within these boundaries, however, we have always looked
toward that which is perfect, impossible, unattainable... As the impossible and
the possible play into and off of one another, our own possibilities expand.
That we create this movement, this state of tension through which we grow,
that, I think, is what matters][.]

Ingeborg Bachmann, ‘Die Wahrheit ist dem Menschen zumutbar’ (1959)
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Introduction

Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an
old text from a new critical direction—is for women more than a chapter in
cultural history: it is an act of survival.

(Adrienne Rich 1971)

The tradition of utopian thought in western culture has been a long and
weighty one. Some trace it back as far as classical Antiquity, others date it
from the Renaissance. But whether it is said to have originated with Plato or
with Thomas More, utopianism1 has been a staple, if not bedrock, of the west-
ern cultural tradition. By the late 1970s, however, some of its most eminent
historians were proclaiming its demise. With a nostalgic look backward at the
great utopian classics of the past, Frank and Fritzie Manuel’s monumental
study Utopian Thought in the Western World (1979), concluded that the
utopian imagination seemed finally to have exhausted itself, to have run its
historical course. Social analysts also weighed in with their verdict, announc-
ing that the counter-cultural and rebellious dreamers of the 1960s were finally
waking up to reality. While these various assessments of the relationship
between utopianism and the so-called “real world” differed in terms of the
way they framed history (some, like the Manuels, spanned millennia, while
others dealt in decades), in Realpolitik terms they amounted to more or Jess
the same thing. Conservation, not change, was the proposed order of the day.
Utopia—the vision of the radically better world that our world could poten-
tially be—was declared dead along with the movements for change that had
inscribed it on their banners.

It is my contention that this verdict was only partially true. In particular, I
believe, it ignores the emergence of political and cultural movements at the
time for which a utopian dimension was critical. Central among these was fem-
inism. At the very time that the dream of utopia was being pronounced dead,
it was vibrantly alive in the emergent American and western European
women’s movements. Inasmuch as the various feminisms that took shape in
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the 1970s called for new ways of seeing, thinking, and feeling, new ways of
living, loving, and working, new ways of experiencing the body, using lan-
guage, and defining power, their cumulative vision encompassed nothing short
of a complete transformation of the very reality that the erstwhile dreamers of
the 1960s were supposedly learning to accept. Indeed, to the extent that femi-
nism was—and is—based on the principle of women’s liberation, a principle
that is not reducible to a simple matter of equal rights, it was—and is—not
only revolutionary but radically utopian. Moreover, as feminists not only
expressed the belief that “reality” should and could be changed, but acted on
the basis of that assumption, the very concepts “revolutionary” and “utopian”
were transformed. Revolution was defined in terms of process. And the con-
cept of utopia became concrete.

This is the story that I want to tell: not the demise of utopian thought, but
its dynamic articulation within the context of 1970s’ feminisms. This book is
not about feminist utopias. Others have ably and amply begun to cover that
ground and are continuing to do so.> Rather, it is a study of the relationship
between feminism and utopianism—two ways of seeing the world and respond-
ing to the need for change that converged in particular ways in this decade.

The initial impulse behind this project was a contentious one: I wanted to
counter two positions that I thought were not only wrong but at least poten-
tially harmful. The first was the claim that “utopia was dead”; the second was
the counter-claim that “utopia was imminent.” The irony, of course, was that
these contending claims were simultaneously true and false. The feminist
claim that utopia was imminent was based on the very fact ignored by the
claim that utopia was dead: the vitality of feminist utopianism. At the same
time, to claim that utopia was imminent was to ignore the very fact on which
the “utopia is dead” claim was based: the oppressive weight of material and
ideological realities.

This project, however, was not impelled solely by my need to argue against
positions with which I disagreed. It was also prompted by my desire to assert
a position of my own, namely my belief in the importance of utopian thinking
for a progressive politics. This position, in turn, hinges on a premise that is
central to this book: the need to reconceptualize the utopian in historical, this-
worldly terms, as a process that involves human agency.

Those who declared that utopia was dead were, of course, in a structural
sense, right. In that sense, utopia had always been dead. Rather than describe a
vital impulse toward change, utopia as it has traditionally been defined repre-
sents a static and, in the most literal sense, reactionary stance: a place which,
being “perfect,” does not need to—and will not—change. Conventional
utopias thus embody an inherent contradiction. In their vision of a state in
which change seems neither desirable nor possible, and even more signifi-
cantly in their reconstruction of precisely the kind of dichotomous categories
(notably the distinction between the “actual real” and the “impossible ideal”)
that they claim to refute, they tend to reinforce established ways of thinking
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even as they set out to challenge them. This means that traditional utopias,
both as a literary genre and as the concept of an ideal and desirable state, are
actually not very utopian. This “dystopian” quality of the utopian state
becomes particularly apparent when it is seen from the perspective of those for
whom it is important to believe not just in the possibility of other-and-better-
worlds but also in the possibility of changing any world when it has reached a
state that needs changing.

Moreover, for the most part their vision of what needs to be changed is
extremely narrow: class, race, and gender structures, for example, and the
attendant forms of oppression are often left virtually or completely unchanged.
Not surprisingly, therefore, given this tradition, those who have historically
been disempowered on precisely such grounds (e.g. for reasons of class, race,
or gender) have written few actual utopias. This does not mean, however, that
their work is devoid of what we might call a “utopian impulse.” The work of
women writers, for example, is often centrally informed by what the philoso-
pher Ernst Bloch has called an “anticipatory consciousness”: a consciousness
of possibilities that have not yet been—but could eventually be—realized. To
recognize this dimension, however, we need to expand our angle of vision
from an exclusive focus on utopias proper to a wider view.

It should go without saying (were it not a fact that is largely ignored) that
utopias constitute not the totality of utopian thought but the rare instances
when, at a particular time and under particular conditions, the vision of a dif-
ferent world or an alternative future is couched in a particular literary form.
These texts, however, are merely one of the myriad articulations of what
Bloch maintained was the originary locus of historical change:the quintessen-
tially utopian principle that he called the “principle of hope.” It is a principle,
he maintained, that is embedded in the hearts and minds of all those for whom
the dream of an other world is not just a literary fantasy or philosophical spec-
ulation, but a means of spiritual survival. In short, as soon as we abandon the
conventional concept of a utopia, we find that the utopian is not dead at all,
but very much alive in people’s longing for a more just and human world,
their belief that such change is possible, and their willingness to act on the
basis of that belief.

To reconceptualize the utopian has significance, therefore, beyond the scope
of feminist studies. It enables us to see the utopian impulse in the work of all
those who have been designated Other from the perspective of a hegemonic
culture and to reclaim the emancipatory potential of that impulse in their
name. To the extent that it is these Others who have often most sharply experi-
enced the discrepancy between the dream of what society could be and the
reality of what it actually is, it is their vision that is potentially the most radi-
cal. Thinking along these lines, Fredric Jameson proposed in Marxism and
Form that “historically, it is [the] look of the oppressed which is ontologically
the more fundamental one” (Jameson 1974: 302).

In this sense the estranged look of the Other is also potentially the most
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utopian. For it is they for whom Otherness, in concrete terms, means discrimi-
nation and disempowerment, who are likely to express the principle of hope
with the greatest sense of urgency. And thus the range of what can be consid-
ered “utopian” includes not only the calm reasoning that marks traditional
utopias, but also “statements of belief about human equality and justice...[as
well as] words of rage directed against arbitrary and absurd authority” (Reilly
1978:63). What literary historians like René Wellek and Austin Warren (The-
ory of Literature (1949)) have hailed as the legitimating impulse of literature,
namely “aesthetic purpose,” is inextricably tied to what we might by analogy
call “political purpose.” To ask, for example, what (or where) women’s
utopias are is to ask, among other things, about women’s relationship to cul-
tural tradition and the authority of conventional forms.

With these questions in mind, I approach the tradition of what the Manuels
refer to as “utopian thought in the Western world” (and the tradition of literary
utopias in particular) in the spirit of re-vision described by Adrienne Rich in
the by now famous passage with which I prefaced this introduction. From the
perspective of those for whom “tradition,” defined in culturally hegemonic
terms, has in practice meant “exclusion,” I question whether a form and con-
cept, such as “utopia,” that forecloses change can provide a sufficiently open
space into which to project the possibility of as yet unchartable change. In
particular, 1 argue, it is often the partial vision, rather than the supposedly
comprehensive one, that is most able to see clearly. In the sense that the gaze
that encompasses less is often able to grasp more, the partial vision is the
more utopian. This book, therefore, is about partial visions, not full-blown
utopias. At the same time and by the same token, the texts I discuss—texts
written by women out of a consciousness of the need for change in the struc-
tures that oppress women—are partial in yet another way. For while their
vision may be incomplete (imperfect, even) it is distinctly partisan.

The materials on which this study is based are literary texts (narrative fic-
tions, to be precise) produced within the context of the American and western
European women’s movements between the late 1960s and the late 1970s. The
first (Monique Wittig’s Les Guérilleres) was published in 1969; the last
(Christa Wolf’s No Place on Earth and Hélene Cixous’ Vivre l'orange/To Live
the Orange) were published exactly ten years later. This period, the first
decade of the so-called “second wave” of the modern women’s movements,
was marked not only by the social and political effects of feminist activism,
but by the gradual emergence of a “women’s culture” in literature, the visual
and performing arts. At the same time, a new body of feminist theory was
being produced that played a formative role in the critical revision of the mean-
ing, production, and deployment of knowledge from the perspective of gender.

My focus on literature obviously reflects my own training and interests in
comparative literature; it also reflects my sense that it is in the realm of the
fictional that the utopian imagination is most visibly articulated. The imagina-
tive literature that grew out of the women’s movements of this decade reflects
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the utopian dimension of 1970s’ feminism. More than a mere reflection, how-
ever, it played an important role in shaping the feminist utopianism of this
period. In other words, the construction (in the literary realm) of new female
heroes, new plots, and new approaches to language, simultaneously mirrored
and influenced similar efforts to change the oppressive structures of women’s
lives being undertaken by women in other (non-literary) realms.

Partial Visions both grew out of and looks back on this time. To the extent
that it seeks to situate the texts and the questions they raise within the context
of their time, it is a piece of cultural history. On a more fundamental and
undoubtedly less visible level, it is marked by my own historical formation in
the course of debates over possible and probable futures that took place within
leftist and feminist circles during the mid-to late 1970s. In an atmosphere of
growing conservatism that by the end of the decade would result in the estab-
lishment of conservative governments in at least three of the major western
powers (the United States, Britain, and West Germany) and an increasingly
alarming level of worldwide nuclear armament, the question of who would
shape the future and what shape it would take had by the end of the decade
become a focus of collective anxiety and organized concern. To many women
and men of this generation—a generation marked by the loss of faith in such
basic concepts as “civilization” and “progress” that names like Auschwitz,
Hiroshima, and My Lai evoked—the principle of hope had become as elusive
as it had become life-necessary.

It is within this context that the debate over feminist utopianism took place:
what did it mean, where could it lead, what forms could it take. This debate
was framed by two positions that, conceptually and strategically, could be
seen as antithetical poles on a spectrum of possibilities. The first was the posi-
tion that for a woman to “write her self into history, as Hélene Cixous put it in
her 1975 essay “The Laugh of the Medusa,” i.e. to inscribe a female presence
into the public discourse of culture, was an inherently utopian act (Cixous
1980). For, the argument went, such an act not only created a new range of
imaginative (and even material) possibilities for women, it redefined culture in
gendered terms. On the other end of the spectrum was the ideal of the “blank
page.” Here the proposed strategy was a negative one: an act not of affirma-
tion but refusal. Here the argument was that since to write one’s self into the
public discourse of culture was inevitably to inscribe that self into an already
scripted cultural text, to write was a less radically utopian act than to resist
appropriation by and allegiance to that culture. As Susan Gubar put it in her
evocative (and provocative) reading of a story by Isak Dinesen from which the
image of the blank page was taken, it is precisely “[n]ot to be written on [that]
is...the condition of new sorts of writing for women” (Gubar 1982:89; my
emphasis).

In a sense, one could say, discussions of feminist strategy (literary and oth-
erwise) throughout this decade and beyond were marked by the tension
between these two poles: on the one hand, the positivity of “affirmative
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action,” of inserting one’s self into existing structures, and on the other hand,
the negativity of resistance to those structures, of refusing to participate in
them.3 It is in the space defined by these parameters—the space where cultural
production, utopian thinking, and social action form a crucible of change—
that the texts that I discuss here are situated.

The focus of this study, as I said, is the relationship between feminism and
utopianism as it was framed within western feminist circles during the 1970s.
Specifically, my focus is on the way in which this debate was both reflected in
and shaped by literary texts produced within this context. I have not aimed at
a comprehensive survey. Rather, I have tried to identify what I consider to be
representative positions. It is around these positions—defined by what were
variously perceived to be the loci of change and what, correspondingly, were
proposed as possible strategies for change—that my material, particularly in
the second half of the book, is organized. My organizing principle is concep-
tual, not geographic or chronological. Instead of arranging themselves into
chronological order, progressing (or regressing, as the case may be) ideologi-
cally from the historical crucible of the events of May 1968 to the neo-
conservatism of the “Reagan, Kohl, and Thatcher” era, the texts and chapters
as I have ordered them mark out contending positions in the arena of debate.
My purpose, most simply put, is to use these texts as a way of raising ques-
tions about the potential and pitfalls of feminist utopianism. It would be dis-
honest, however, to deny that the arrangement of the chapters constructs an
implicit teleology. In that sense, my study itself has a utopian trajectory of
sorts, one that could be described chiastically as a movement from the history
of women in utopia to the utopia of women in history.

I begin, in the first two chapters, with a critique of utopia—both as genre
and concept—from the perspective of feminism in particular and a progressive
politics in general. Given the degree to which the tradition of utopia is prob-
lematic, at least as seen from these two perspectives, I argue, we should be
less concerned about trying to insert women info the tradition than about
reconceptualizing—from their perspective—what “utopian” might mean. In
the third chapter, I posit that this is precisely what 1970s’ feminism set out to
do; in this respect feminism picked up historically where the Left, old and
New, had left off. The subsequent three chapters (chapters four through six),
focus on different ways in which a utopian perspective, particularly one in
which the utopian was critically recast, was shaped in, and in turn shaped, the
literature produced within the context of 1970s’ feminism.

Texts are grouped according to where they situate the utopian in relation to
history. The first group of texts, discussed in chapter four—Sally Miller Gear-
heart’s The Wanderground (1978) and Verena Stefan’s Shedding (1975)—
situate it in an “elsewhere,” a female Otherworld that is separate or separable
from the world of men. To the extent that they are closest to the separate-
worlds convention of traditional utopias, they are in utopian terms the most
conventional. The next set of texts—Joanna Russ’ The Female Man (1975a),
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Marge Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), Rita Mae Brown’s Ruby
Sfruit Jungle (1973), and Irmtraud Morgner’s Lehen und Abenteuer der
Trobadora Beatriz nach Zeugnissen ihrer Spielfrau Laura (Life and Adven-
tures of the Trobadora Beatriz as Witnessed by her Minstrel Laura) (1974)—
situate the utopian not in a separate or separable sphere outside of existing
reality, but on the boundaries where the real and the possible meet, where
resistance creates room for alternatives. These texts are discussed in chapter
five. The last chapter, finally (chapter six), presents texts that refuse the dis-
tinction between “inside” and “outside” altogether: Monique Wittig’s Les
Guérilléres (1969/1973), Christa Wolf’s No Place on Earth (1979), and
Hélene Cixous’ Vivre I’ Orange/To live the Orange (1979b). For them the
utopian gesture is not substitutive but transformative, not a movement away,
but rather the ability to move within and against existing structures. The
utopian, they propose, is a constant process of reworking the very cultural
scripts into which we not only are written ourselves, but which we participate
in writing.

If I were to summarize chapters four through six by a single question each,
I would say that the first asks: Where is utopia?; the second: How do we get
there?; and the last: If the existing structures are within us as much as we are
in them, how is change even possible? These chapters, I hope, substantiate the
critique of utopia that the first two chapters provide. My goal is to replace the
idea of “a utopia” as something fixed, a form to be fleshed out, with the idea
of “the utopian” as an approach toward, a movement beyond set limits into
the realm of the not-yet-set. At the same time, I want to counter the notion of
the utopian as unreal with the proposition that the utopian is powerfully real in
the sense that hope and desire (and even fantasies) are real, never “merely”
fantasy. It is a force that moves and shapes history.

To the extent that the texts discussed here represent issues that were consid-
ered central in relation to the means and ends of the feminist process of change
—separatism and violence; the role of factors like work, sexuality, language,
and writing in the oppression and, conversely, liberation of women; the rela-
tionship between women as persons and “woman” as construct, or between
“sex” and “gender’—they are representative of 1970s’ feminism. By the same
token they are also representative of what had not yet either emerged or been
acknowledged as central in the literature in which the nature of a feminist
future was debated and explored: issues of race, class, ethnicity, and the impor-
tance of these constructs as sites of identity and exploitation; the global con-
text of intersecting and contending power relations between the “western” and
so-called “third” worlds; and, finally, the relationship between these concerns
and the specifically feminist concern with gender. The texts, in short, are his-
torical documents : evidence of both the potential and the limitations of
utopian thinking for a feminist politics at a particular time.

In the context of American feminism, for example, women of color-Black
women, women of Asian descent, and Hispanic women—were not only writ-
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ing in the 1970s, they were writing texts that made it impossible for feminists
to think “woman” without remembering that “difference” is never just a gen-
der issue. Texts like Toni Morrison’s Sula (1973) or Maxine Hong Kingston’s
The Woman Warrior (1976) were formative texts in the development of Amer-
ican feminist culture of the 1970s. They have utopian moments (the “White
Tiger” section of The Woman Warrior, the enduring friendship between Nel
and Sula in Morrison’s text), but these moments are not enough to call the
texts utopian. One could argue, of course, that in the context of an equally
racist and misogynist culture the positive portrayal of women of color in texts
by women of color was already utopian. In that case, however, almost any text
by any writer of a culturally disenfranchised group, any description of oppres-
sion from the perspective of the oppressed, would have to be defined as
“utopian.” I am reluctant to extend the concept quite this far: the utopian
vision has to be sustained beyond glimpses here and there. At least the rudi-
mentary construction of an alternative world is needed, I would say (or the
outline of steps toward it) for the concept of “utopian” to remain meaningful.
And in the context of the writing of African—American women, it was not
until the 1980s that a vision of such a world actually began to be constructed
collectively.* My study ends at the historical moment that their particular femi-
nist utopianism begins.

I want to thank a few of those who helped with this project along the
way:the first readers—Fannie LeMoine, who encouraged me to “pursue the
Christine de Pizan idea”; David Bathrick, who never failed to point out that
the “cultural” is always also “political”’; and Evelyn Torton Beck, who taught
me to love and respect the work of women; Susan Sniader Lanser, supportive
and exacting critic, constant friend, the embodiment of my ideal reader;
Dewitt Whitaker, who let me be with this work and yet was always there; the
many women—ifriends, students, and colleagues, both here and abroad—
whose passionate politics® and love of literature have helped me understand
the meaning of “feminist criticism.” I thank Karen Carroll and Linda Morgan
at the National Humanities Center in North Carolina who typed the
manuscript. I thank Janice Price, my editor, for her unflagging interest, encour-
agement, and patience.

It has always seemed strange to me to thank one’s children, especially when
they are still very young, for “giving” what we essentially simply take, namely
the time and attention we give to our work. It is my hope that my children,
Bettina and Nicolas Bammer—Whitaker, will learn that the time that we, their
parents, take is not stolen from them, but the necessary means with which to
fashion something of worth. Perhaps some day it will have meaning for them:;
perhaps it will not. Thus, I do not thank, but at this point, merely remember
them. For surely my children, born during the time of my work on this
project, are the most concrete embodiments of one of my most utopian
impulses.

A note on translations: all translations, unless otherwise noted, are my own.



Chapter 1

“Wild wishes...”: women and the
history of utopia

EXEMPLA

In 1405, a text that still stands as a landmark in the history of women’s litera-
ture appeared on the cultural scene of western Europe: Christine de Pizan’s
The Book of the City of Ladies. Once again, as in her previous book, Letters
on the Debate over the Romance of the Rose, Christine took up the issues
raised by the dispute about women (the “querelle des femmes”) that had been
raging within French literary circles for well over a century. Conscious of the
fact that hers was the only public woman’s voice in this debate, she did not
content herself with a simple response this time, but presented her book as an
antidote.

In many ways The Book of the City of Ladies is a very traditional text. Like
Boccaccio’s Of Famous Women (c. 1362) and Chaucer’s The Legend of Good
Women (c. 1385), it is a collection of exemplary tales about women. In the
tradition of medieval didactic literature and courtesy books, The Book of the
City of Ladies is written as an inspirational guide: good behavior is modelled
through narrative exempla encouraging female readers “to cultivate virtue...
[and] flee vice” (de Pizan 1982:27).! Like the vision of paradise in
Augustine’s The City of God (413-27), a vision perhaps not unconsciously
evoked in the echo of Christine’s title, The Book of the City of Ladies also
depicts a perfect otherworld deeply steeped in and loyal to the hegemonic
class and religious values of its time. At the same time, Christine rejects the
authority of tradition from the perspective of gender. For the paradise she
dreams of, unlike that of Augustine, is an earthly one; she envisions not a state
of God, but a city of women. In this respect, The Book of the City of Ladies
prefigures a literature that was not to appear until well over a century later, a
literature that presented readers with visions of other worlds in the hope of
inspiring them to make changes in this one: the utopias of the European
Renaissance.

In a manner that later utopias were to establish as generically typical, the

9
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text begins with the narrator’s astonishment at the strangeness of the familiar.
Woman, she finds, is universally described as a vile and evil creature: “the
entire feminine sex [is represented] as though we were monstrosities in
nature” (de Pizan 1982:5). Yet this is an image in which she recognizes nei-
ther herself nor other women. It is up to her, then, to tell their story differ-
ently. Guided and advised by the ladies Reason, Rectitude, and Justice, she
takes up “the trowel of her pen” and “the pick of her understanding” and
mixes “the mortar in her ink bottle.” Thus equipped with the tools of her
writerly trade, Christine goes to work. And as she writes, she constructs the
City of Ladies.

Like the model cities designed by Italian Quattrocento architects, this too is
a citta felice, a citta perfetta. But with a difference. For this city of ladies is
for women only. Gathered within its walls is a multitude of women (mythical,
historical, and contemporary) who represent women’s history. As their stories
are retold and assembled into narrative form the fractured body of that history
is re-membered; where nothing is remembered, that which might have been is
imagined and set in its place.> In the process, a fictional world is created the
likes of which had never been seen before: a world of women of all ages and
all classes, from many times and many cultures, presided over by the Queen
of Heaven herself. Within the textual space cleared by Christine on “The Field
of Letters” a new state is created: a “New Kingdom of Femininity” in which
“every honorable lady...from the past as well as from the present and future”
may claim “a perpetual residence for as long as the world endures” (de Pizan
1982:254, 215). In short, the City of Ladies is the very model of a utopia: an
“imaginary place where an ideal government presides over a happy people.”

Designed as a eu-topian “good place” and fictionally constructed as a ou-
topian “non-place,” this city, like other utopias that were later to be written
into literary history, is insular in both its physical and its conceptual design.
Surrounded by a deep ditch and enclosed within high walls, it is a world unto
itself, cut off from the outside world to which it stands in opposition. It is
enabled and sustained by an act of separation: the old world (of men and their
culture) has been left behind and a new world (of female culture) is presented
in its stead. Yet this is not a utopia in conventional terms: a state, a polity, a
commonwealth. It is not represented through institutional structures nor does it
materialize in the form of “cities with vast avenues, superbly planted gardens,
countries where life is easy” (Foucault 1973: xviii). Rather, it appears primar-
ily as a narrative, as the record of stories, memories, and fantasies that could
theretofore not be told. Instead of new institutions or new forms of govern-
ment, it presents new ways of thinking about women and history: what they
have been and could be. This is a utopia, then, in the most literal sense of the
word: physically a non-place, it exists only in the form of a different state of
mind.

In “Varieties of Literary Utopias” Northrop Frye explains that a typical
utopian narrative is constructed as a guided tour: a visitor from another time
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and place visits the utopian world, is shown around, and in the end returns
home. Since it is more or less insignificant whether the legal system or the
table manners are presented first, there is no necessary or logical sequence to
the narrative itinerary. In contrast to the linear dynamic of a novel whose
coherence is based on a plot sequence of causally connected events, the narra-
tive order of a utopia is random, its trajectory dialogic: “the narrator asks ques-
tions or thinks up objections and the guide answers them” (N.Frye 1967:26).
The Book of the City of Ladies is structured precisely in this way.

As Christine asks questions about women (What have they done? What are
they like? Why are they so misrepresented?), Reason, Rectitude and Justice
answer her with stories. As the three allegorical figures weave a tapestry of
tales, a text unfolds that coheres conceptually without the causal logic of plot
and character development. Written as a philosophical and political inquiry, it
is not impelled by the adventures of a fictional hero, but by a woman’s need
to counteract the profound and relentless misogyny of her time. At the begin-
ning of her narrative Christine cries out to God, “how can this be?” (de Pizan
1982:5). Yet the more pressing question is the one the text as a whole puts to
its readers:how can this be made different?

The Book of the City of Ladies can thus be considered utopian in a variety
of ways. Its break with and challenge to prevailing ways of thinking about
women, history, and the myriad possibilities of both, are an exemplary
instance of “reality—transforming thinking” (Krysmanski 1963), a thinking
aimed at effecting change within the world of extra-textual reality by breaking
with tradition within the space of the text. In this respect, it also qualifies as
what Robert Scholes (Scholes 1975) has called “future—fiction,” a fiction that
by calling on its readers to live more “decently and humanly,” is not merely
an ethical mandate, but a political charge. In short, Christine de Pizan’s The
Book of the City of Ladies could be seen as an originary text in the history of
utopian thought. Not only is it, structurally and conceptually, utopian; it situ-
ates the question of gender at the very heart of the quintessentially utopian
debate over what a better world might look like.

Yet it has not been read in this way. Neither in traditional histories of
utopian thought nor in feminist revisions of that history are Christine de Pizan
or The Book of the City of Ladies mentioned. Why this is and what this omis-
sion has to do with gender are questions that will frame my discussion in the
remainder of this chapter. The Book of the City of Ladies, 1 propose, is a good
place for a feminist critique of utopia to begin. And a good place for such a
critique to work toward.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

utopia: It means, That which is no place, nowhere.
(Dictionary of the Académie Francaise 1841)
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A utopia is the fictional representation of an ideal polity. It is political in
nature, narrative in form, literary only in part. When the first systematic stud-
ies of utopian literature were undertaken in the nineteenth century, a definition
of utopia was elaborated on the basis of the textual prototype from which the
genre took its name: Thomas More’s description of [the new Isle called]
Utopia (1516). On the basis of this model, utopias were declared to belong in
the realm not of belles lettres, but social or political sciences. Or rather, as the
nineteenth-century political historian Robert von Mohl concluded, utopias
(Staatsromane (polity novels), as he called them)* were neither literature nor
political theory, but a curious hybrid of both. This typology is still operative
today. Utopia, proposes Northrop Frye, is “a relatively minor genre never
quite detached from political theory” (N.Frye 1967: 40).

The generic conventions of utopian fiction have on the whole been inimical to
women. To begin with, the proximity of the genre to political science and phi-
losophy (forms of abstract and systematizing discourse that, in contrast to other
—more experiential or fictionalizing—modes of writing, have been particu-
larly male-defined) has undoubtedly functioned to keep women at a distance.
Much more significant, however, is the fact that the conventional polity model
of a utopia, with its privileging of the public sphere as the primary locus of
change, removed the center of action from the sphere of everyday life in
which politics for women have most often been grounded.’ Written by men
who were often themselves active as public figures, i.e. men for whom the
political was deeply personal, but not the other way round, the genre of utopia
was established as a tradition of texts whose concept of change was based on
their author’s belief in the political primacy of the state and of public institu-
tions. The private sphere of home and domestic relations, the very sphere in
which forms of oppression were institutionalized that often appeared particu-
larly critical, if not primary, to women, was treated either as irrelevant or as a
“secondary contradiction.”

To the extent that the polity model defined the parameters, utopias
addressed themselves to the changes that could be made within institutional
structures. To rethink power altogether, to think not only of changing institu-
tions and systems of state, but the structures of consciousness and human rela-
tionships, went beyond the boundaries of the genre. Consciousness and rela-
tionships were the domain of the psychological novel, of romance and fantasy:
women’s matters. Given this way of seeing and defining the terms, it is not
surprising that from More, the founding father, on down, the utopian lineage
has been almost exclusively male. Darko Suvin ‘s description of utopia as “a
literary genre induced from a set of man-made books within a man-made his-
tory” (Suvin 1979:62) is thus unintentionally apt.

No wonder, then, that women have not been as likely to engage in philo-
sophical or political speculation (or write utopias, for that matter) as to keep
diaries, write letters, or construct romantic fantasies in fiction. For not only are
these texts referentially grounded in the fabric of everyday life (including sex-
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uality and family relations) which has traditionally been women’s sphere, but
through the processes of reading and writing they enable women to change
that life on at least an imaginary level. While men in their fictions created
utopias and explored other worlds, women writers and readers have been
much more interested in those genres that enabled fictional reorderings of the
private sphere, such as romance and fantasy. What this suggests is that per-
haps for most women it has been not so much the expansion of power as the
restructuring of the power relations of everyday life that has represented their
at once more attainable and more urgently needed utopia.®

Even if in its promise of a nurturant world in which all is well and all needs
taken care of, utopia “partakes of...maternal attributes” (Manuel and Manuel
1979:112), it is not a world in which women are empowered. On the contrary,
male hegemony is reinscribed as normative. In the Morean model King Uto-
pus symbolically births his own utopia by cutting off the umbilical cord that
had joined it to the mainland. From Campanella’s City of the Sun (‘“solar
imagery is universally masculine”) to the use of the myth of Prometheus (“a
marvelous advertisement of male sexual potency”) by authors such as Bacon,
Campanella, and Marx (ibid: 112-13), the metaphoric frame of reference in
the dominant utopian tradition has been male-centered and male-defined. Tak-
ing a psychoanalytic approach, David Bleich has even argued that to the
extent that a utopian fantasy reflects the primal Oedipal desire to (re)unite
with the mother, it is inherently and “peculiarly masculine” (Bleich 1970: 3).

As Bleich suggests, women are not absent in male fantasies of utopia. On
the contrary, they are central. Often when utopia is invoked, a vision of
woman appears as if the two were metaphorically interchangeable.” It is the
women whose “beauty and grace” make the future of Edward Bellamy’s Look-
ing Backward (1888/1982) most visibly utopian. If the mythic return home to
mother is the paradigmatic utopian dream, as Ernst Bloch, anticipating Bleich,
suggests in his early Geist der Utopie (Spirit of Utopia) (1919/1923/1964),
then woman indeed embodies utopia. In The Story of Utopias (1922) Lewis
Mumford even sees the pin-up girl on the machine of a factory worker as
quintessentially utopian, emblematic of man’s dream of love and beauty in the
midst of toil and alienation. From the perspective of male fantasies, the role of
women has not been to change the world, but to inspire men to change it.
Thus women abound in men’s utopias as projections of men’s desires; as
authors of their own texts, they are rarely to be found.®

Feminist analyses were quick to point out the obvious, namely that what
was a utopia for men was not necessarily a utopia for women. In fact, from
the perspective of women, many a utopia looked neither particularly new (ou-
topian) nor better (eu-topian), but rather more like a defamiliarized variant of
the same old picture. Reviewing the images of women throughout the history
of utopia—wives, mothers, and helpmates who, happily and submissively, pro-
vide domestic and sexual services—feminist critics found that on the whole
women were hardly better off in utopia than in reality. They were still seen as
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different from (and inferior to) men and it was still men who had the real
power.’ In a survey of the role of women in canonical utopias, Lyman Tower
Sargent concluded that, with few exceptions, “most utopianists simply assume
that sex roles, the status of women and the attitudes towards them, will remain
the same in the future good as they are in the present bad society” (Sargent
1973: 306).

THE UTOPIAN DILEMMA

In a study of sex roles and change in late nineteenth-century utopias, Kenneth
Roemer examines the curious mixture of radicalism and conservatism that
characterizes these texts, particularly in relation to the gender issue. He specu-
lates that because the social reforms that many of the utopianists supported in
theory threatened in practice to undermine the very privileges they enjoyed as
white men of the educated classes, they were “torn between a longing for and
a fear of change.” His conclusion that “the utopian authors seemed to be
caught between a public desire to prepare for the future and a private longing
to stabilize the present by reaffirming the past” (Roemer 1972:35, 45)!° articu-
lates the fundamental paradox of utopian fiction in general. Born of two inher-
ently conflicting impulses—to enable change by disrupting given orders and
to create peace and calm by establishing ordermost utopias remain suspended
between the terms of their own dilemma.

This paradoxical stance has led to widely divergent views of utopia as a
genre. While some extol its emancipatory potential, others reject it as funda-
mentally reactionary. Ideologically and historically, these positions are
grounded in two equally contending views of progress and modernity. From
the perspective of Kantian Enlightenment principles, which posit reason and
order as essential values for the well-being of civil community, utopia signi-
fies the ideal end toward which civilization is striving. From the critical, anti-
Enlightenment, Nietzschean perspective, which rejects these very principles as
despotic restrictions of subjective agency, such a utopia is the antithesis of
what a truly utopian Realm of Freedom could be.

At issue in this debate over whether utopia signifies repression or emancipa-
tion is also the question of how to interpret the politics of textual form. To the
extent that this has been a question considered central by most post-
structuralist critical theories, this was the perspective from which analyses of
utopia were often approached in the 1970s. Setting aside the question of con-
tent on the basis of which feminist scholars had launched their first critique of
literary utopias, critics otherwise sympathetic to feminism like Robert Scholes,
Darko Suvin, and Fredric Jameson took the stand in defense of utopia by
focusing on the question of structure. Their case was based on their belief that
speculative fiction (in which category utopias belong) encourages historical
thinking in two essential ways: (1) by forcing us to see how things are by
showing us how they could be different; and (2) by showing us that we can
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only think the future differently if we learn to think in new ways. From this
perspective utopia could again be viewed positively. Its very marginality as a
genre—at once (political) theory and (speculative) fiction—could be seen as
the model of a radically open and transgressive discourse in which speculation
and analysis, fantasy and fact, were no longer separated, but presented as
inseparable. Blurring the distinctions between fictional fact and historical pos-
sibility, such a discourse could provide new ways of conceptualizing and rep-
resenting history. Arguing that speculative (in contrast to realist) fiction is
marked by an essential “representational discontinuity with life as we know
it,” Robert Scholes, for example, maintained that such fiction represented his-
tory, not as a product to be appropriated, but rather as a process in which to
engage (Scholes 1975: 62).

None, however, has argued this case more consistently and eloquently than
Fredric Jameson. Maintaining that a text that presents itself as a “radical act of
disjunction” from historical reality as we know it is a symbolic act of libera-
tion, an attempt to free both us as readers and itself as text from ‘“the multiple
determinisms...of history itself,” he contends that such a text is utopian not
because it offers “a specific model of representation,” but rather because it
already constitutes a “determinate kind of praxis” that intervenes in the struc-
tures of reality. For the “real,” Jameson has pointed out, is not merely “some-
thing outside the work...but rather something borne within and vehiculated by
the text itself” (Jameson 1977: 6-7).

As an essentially plotless and characterless narrative, Jameson reasons, a
utopia resists ordering within the bounds of traditional narrative conventions.
Moreover, it so emphatically insists on the “realized” nature of a reality that
so transparently is not real that it effectively neutralizes its own representa-
tional claim. In the process, utopian discourse not only challenges the hege-
mony of established narrative orders, but, more importantly, it reveals and dis-
rupts “the hold of the[se] older representational categories on our thinking and
reading.” In contrast to other representational categories (the novel, for exam-
ple, or the epic), Jameson argues that utopian discourse is less

a mode of narrative...[than] an object of meditation, analogous to the riddles
or koan of the various mystical traditions, or the aporias of classical philoso-
phy, whose function is to...jar the mind into some heightened but unconcep-
tualizable consciousness of its own powers, functions, aims and structural
limits.

(Jameson 1977: 11)

The emancipatory potential of utopias is thus precisely not to be found on the
level of representation (in the degree to which they model more or less ideal
societies), but rather on the level of discursive practice, a practice that Jame-
son has called “post-representational.” Defined in terms of “process... enuncia-
tion, productivity,” such texts undermine the reified concept of the text as a
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product to be consumed as is and force us to think critically not only about
what we think, but how we have learned to think it.

Jameson’s suggestion that in the mental operations it asks readers to per-
form a utopia more closely resembles an object of meditation than a narrative
fiction recalls the concept of “distraction” that Walter Benjamin developed in
his analyses of the psychological and political effects of aesthetic objects,
notably in his essay on “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion” (Benjamin 1969). Although Benjamin does not talk about utopias, his
contention that some works of art absorb their audience, while others are
received in a “state of distraction,” opens up suggestive possibilities in relation
to utopias. Certainly, to the extent that utopian discourse invites less affective
involvement than critical reflection, it is not likely to absorb its readers or be
absorbed by them in the manner of a more dramatically engaging narrative
focused on plot and character development. Similar to Jameson in his analyses
of utopian discourse, Benjamin, too, contended that this state of distraction,
detachment (or, as some would say, boredom) is not to be equated with passiv-
ity. On the contrary, he argued, instead of absorbing a reader into its aura,
such a work emancipates readers to think for themselves by creating space for
critical reflection.

Using the analyses of Jameson and Benjamin as a theoretical basis, one
could argue that it is not the conceptual framework but the discursive strate-
gies that makes a utopia “utopian.” By making us read differently, they make
us think differently. Or, simply put:they make us think. The problem, how-
ever, is that utopias are not without plot, not even without characters, as Jame-
son suggests, but add both out of an impulse to narrativize. For utopias, too,
present ideas in story form. If nothing else, the convention of the frame story
provides a rudimentary plot: the narrative begins as the narrator/protagonist
leaves his world to visit utopia and it ends when he leaves utopia to return
home.!'! In practice, therefore, utopian fiction challenges Jameson’s assump-
tion that utopias thwart narrative. Rather than provoke “fruitful bewilderment,”
as he suggests or induce meditative states where reflection can begin and criti-
cal thought follow, utopias succumb to the temptation to entertain. They are
seldom bold enough to risk boring us to the requisite “state of distraction.” On
the contrary, they try to keep us engaged.

Since the frame story adds at least a beginning and an end to the otherwise
fairly random order of the tour through utopia, a plot, however minimal, is
constructed which effectively presses the text back into the established mold
of narrative coherence. The plot of the journey also provides readers with a
protagonist who, like them, lives not in utopia, but in a “real” world, and with
whom, therefore, they are presumed to share a set of assumptions about the
givens of reality. Finally, the narrator/protagonist’s return home at the end rein-
forces the separation between the real worlds we live in and the imaginary
ones into which we project ourselves. By upholding traditional narrative and
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epistemological orders, the plot framework thus functions to neutralize the
subversive potential of the text’s discursive strategies.

In sum, the formatting of a utopia in conventional plot terms and its impulse
to rethink and resist the hold of traditional structures are inherently at odds.
The resulting tension creates the particular paradox of this genre. To the extent
that utopias insist on closure, both on the level of narrative structure and in
their representation of a world complete unto itself, their transformative poten-
tial is undermined by the apparatus of their self-containment. What was
utopian in impulse risks becoming dystopian. Seen from this perspective,
utopia—both the created world and the textual form in which it is represented
—appears profoundly conservative.

It is on these grounds that utopia, both as a concept and as a model, has
been decried as totalitarian, even proto-fascist, in structure. As a state of Law
and Order inimical to change, “with built-in safeguards against radical alter-
ation of the structure” (N.Frye 1967:311), a utopia must become repressive.
As such, it does not represent something to be hoped for, but rather something
to be feared. For if utopia is “an end condition” (Falke 1958), inherently “sta-
ble, unchanging, closed, requiring a grammar of assent” (Biles 1973),!? then it
more closely resembles the stasis of death than the dynamic process of living.!3

Of course, “order” is not synonymous with “repression”: it also signifies
“security.” Indeed, the reassuring promise of permanent order is one of the
mainstays of the fantasy of utopia. The irony is that this very need for perma-
nence undoes utopia as an historical possibility. This dilemma has significant
implications. It means, for example, that despite the fact that both utopia and
revolution embody not only the hope for, but the promise of, radical change,
they have historically always ended up finding themselves in structural opposi-
tion.!* Revolutions have not had time for dreamers, while utopias have not had
room for change. As the German writer Christa Wolf reminds us, a politics
predicated upon these principles is dangerous, for to accept a state in which
“[tlhe Realm of Reflection remains neatly separated from the Realm of
Action” (Wolf 1980a: 63)'3 is to accept a state that denies the full range of
human agency.

If utopias are based on the imperative of order, we must ask:Whose order is
it? At whose expense has it been constructed? At what cost is it maintained?
Satires of utopia such as George Orwell’s Animal Farm (1945/1946) raise
these questions by cautioning against our complicitous seduction by false
promises. To surrender to anything—even hope—at the cost of our ability and
right to remain critical, Orwell warns, inevitably leads to destruction of the
dreamers as well as the dream. In Animal Farmthe revolt of the animals
becomes a revolution betrayed. Yet so strong is their need to believe in the
utopian possibility of their dream that, even as they see it being destroyed
before their very eyes, the animals cling to their belief that it will one day
come true.

Such satires cast a haunting shadow over the idyllic landscape of utopia.
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For as we look more closely at the visions of supposedly ideal worlds from
Plato’s Republic to contemporary science fictions, we find that hierarchies of
class and caste and inequalities of race and gender are everywhere reinstated.
Indeed, as feminist scholars like Evelyn Beck have documented, many of the
most virulent prejudices of the time and place in which a given utopia was
written are likely to reappear, alive and flourishing, in the new world that pur-
ports to present an alternative (Beck 1975). With alarming frequency, those
who wield power in the real world continue to do so in utopia, while the oth-
ers, in positions of servitude, remain equally unacknowledged and invisible in
both.

More’s Utopia is a perfect example. Writing from the perspective of a pre-
capitalist state in which the family played an historically critical role both as
an economic production unit and as a site of ideological formation, More used
the family as the structural model for his utopian commonwealth. His radically
utopian and, therefore, subversive move was to shift state authority from feu-
dal to familial structures.'® Yet he left the relations of power and authority
within the family more or less unchanged: “The wives minister to their hus-
bands, the children to their parents, and the younger to their elders.” The cen-
tral halls where the community’s leaders live and where the residents of the
surrounding ward gather for communal meals, become a microcosm of the
larger social order. Literally and symbolically, one’s position in society is indi-
cated by one’s position at the table. The men of the ruling class preside; the
elders sit next to the younger men who will one day succeed them. The
women sit “on the other side of the table, that they may rise without trouble
and go into the nursery.” For the servants, meanwhile, those who do all the
“vile and laborsome toil,” there is no place at the table at all (More 1952: 273).

Of the two contending concepts of utopia inherent in the dialectic of
progress and modernity—the ideal, on the one hand, of a state of peace and
calm guaranteed by a benign and rational order, and the dream, on the other
hand, of a state of freedom unbounded by regulating forces—the former has
clearly been the prevailing model for the representation of utopia. Rather than
the carnivalesque and free play of signifiers, the governing principles of
utopian states have been control and law and order. Arguably, these have also
been the governing principles of actual states, whose principal imperative, to
use Foucault’s words, has been “to tame the wild profusion of existing things”
(Foucault 1973: xv). So deeply embedded is this imperative in the social con-
tract by which we are governed and by which we, in turn, govern ourselves
that in the end even freedom is generally considered worth the price of order.

In this respect the case of Freud is particularly poignant. Having struggled
for a lifetime to find a liveable balance between two equally powerful impulses
—the need for freedom to be who one wants to be and the need for order
within the space of community!’—Freud finally concluded that if a choice had
to be made, it would have to be for the latter. Repression, he concluded, was
necessary to the maintenance of civilization; for the welfare of the collective,
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individual desire would have to be renounced. It was in Civilization and its
Discontents (1957), written as the rise of Nazism heralded the catastrophic
force of libidinal energies set free on a mass scale, that this conclusion was
spelled out most clearly. As Freud laid out his vision of utopia as a state in
which everything would be orderly, rational, and communally purposeful, he
paid a last tribute to the very ideals of the German Enlightenment that Nazism
would for all time pervert.

However, what Freud was either unwilling or unable to see was the essen-
tial flaw in his binary categories, categories that eclipsed the distinction
between social and psychoanalytic realities. For as the Nazi state began to
implement its own mad vision of utopia, it became evident that the price of
law and order was not necessarily libidinal repression, but rather the social
and physical repression of those who were Other to the declared norm.

From the perspective of patriarchy, of course, the quintessential signifier of
Otherness has been woman. For a woman to assert herself, to speak for herself
as a desiring subject, has thus been perceived as fundamentally threatening.
According to western cultural mythology, a woman’s desires could cause the
earth to tremble, empires to crumble, and paradises to be lost. From the
archetypal désirer Eve, through the jealous stepmothers and greedy wives of
folk-and fairy-tale lore, to the never-satisfied women encountered throughout
literary history, desiring women have been portrayed as silly, deluded, or evil.
Above all, however, they were dangerous and had, at all costs, to be checked.
When they spoke out, they were ruled out of order.!® For the order of a patriar-
chal culture to be maintained, women and their wishes had to be denied: it is
the faithful Cordelia who is the true daughter, the humble Cinderella who is
rewarded with a prince. She who is not satisfied with what is given her is by
definition dis-ordered: hysteric, neurotic, or mad.'® Such women (the Doras,
Emma Bovarys, or Bertha Masons of our culture) had to be silenced or
removed. For feminists Freud’s observation that “woman finds herself...forced
into the background by the claims of culture, and...develops an inimical atti-
tude towards it” (Freud 1957:73), was thus an historical premise. Women, as
Hélene Cixous pointed out in “The Laugh of the Medusa,” have always been
“the repressed of culture.”

The absence of women from the history of utopia is thus a complex matter.
For they have both stayed out (inscribing their utopian visions elsewhere and
in other forms) and been kept out (prevented from constructing utopian spaces
on their own terms). In both cases, the reason lies in the way utopia has been
defined. For if “utopia” signifies not only order, but order in male-defined
terms, then it represents neither a desirable place nor a useful genre for
women. On the other hand, much (or most) of what would have been utopian
from the perspective of women did not fit the category as it had been
established.
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WOMEN’S UTOPIAS

as a woman, I have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman
my country is the whole world.
(Virginia Woolf, 1938/1963)

Not surprisingly, therefore, few utopias that the conventions of the genre
would recognize as such, have actually been written by women. Not only have
there been no female Thomas Mores or Edward Bellamys, but if standard stud-
ies, histories and anthologies from Mumford’s The Story of Utopias to Frank
and Fritzie Manuels’ comprehensive and authoritative study of Utopian
Thought in the Western World (1979) are any judge, there is hardly a woman
worth mentioning in the entire field. Women appear, if at all, in the footnotes.
Nor was this absence attributable simply to the gender bias of the critics.
Rather, gender bias was inherent in the conventions of the genre itself. These
were the issues that feminist scholars and scholars influenced by feminism
began to address in the 1970s. Glenn Negley’s Utopian Literature: A Bibliog-
raphy (1977) was the first to attempt an historical inventory of women’s
utopias.”’ Feminist consciousness was forcing utopian studies to change. As
the field was resurveyed from the perspective of women, the map had to be
redrawn.?! The full impact of a decade of feminist research and criticism on
the status of utopian scholarship was reflected in Lyman Tower Sargent’s care-
ful and comprehensive British and American Utopian Literature, 1515-1975:
An Annotated Bibliography (1979). While the total number of entries was
almost the same as in Negley’s study, the number of women’s names had
tripled.?? The stage had been set for studies of utopian history devoted exclu-
sively to women; by the early 1980s they began to appear.”’

Utopias tend to appear in response to a world in transition. For what may in
form be a fantasy, is by design an historical need. When the coherence of a
familiar and ordered universe is disrupted and established boundaries no
longer respected, the horizons of the possible shift and the previously unimag-
inable suddenly becomes thinkable. It is then that “utopian thinking becomes
conscious of itself (Krauss 1962:769). It was thus in the Renaissance, when
people’s dream of a better life would no longer be confined to the hope of
salvation and deliverance in a spiritual otherworld, that the concept of an
earthly Paradise was articulated in the form of what was to be defined as a
utopia.

For women, however, this was not a period of empowerment or infinite pos-
sibilities. On the contrary, for women this period which in utopian history is
often hailed as the Golden Age was a time of unprecedented repression. Uni-
versities barred their doors to women just as they were opening them to men;
throughout Europe hundreds of thousands of women were persecuted and exe-
cuted as witches. It was not a time in which visions of a better world for
women were likely to be written or made public. As the feminist historian
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Joan Kelly summed it up, “there was no renaissance for women—at least, not
during the Renaissance” (Kelly-Gadol 1977:139). Things were changing, but
not for the better for everyone. From the perspective of women’s history, there-
fore, the history of utopia must be charted differently. For if utopias appear
when people’s consciousness of possibilities are changing, women’s utopias
appear when women realize that times are changing, i.e. getting better for them.

Therefore, while men’s utopian visions flowered in the period known as the
Renaissance, it was not until late in the seventeenth century, when the witch
hysteria had finally run its course, that utopias by women began to appear.
The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing World was written by
Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, as part IV of her Observations
upon Experimental Philosophy. It was published in 1666; the last execution of
a woman accused of witchcraft in England was in 1684. Although The Blazing
World did not meet the “measure of generality, if not universality” Frank and
Fritzie Manuel considered a prerequisite for consideration in their history of
Utopian Thought in the Western World (it belongs, in their eyes, to those
“utopias so private that they border on schizophrenia™),>* other historians of
utopia have acknowledged Cavendish’s text as “the first utopia written by a
woman and with a woman as hero” (Trousson 1975: 96).

Once women had begun to imagine better worlds and make these dreams
public, they continued to do so. Many of the utopias produced by women in
the following centuries, such as the substantial body of utopias written in the
eighteenth century, have been ignored or dismissed as unworthy of attention
by serious utopianists.”> Feminist scholars, however, have focused renewed
and serious attention on these texts. Their discoveries, such as the recurrent
fantasy in women’s utopias of worlds peopled only by women,”® became an
impetus for more research into the history of women.

The social and political ferment of the late eighteenth century caused the
idea of utopia once again to change dramatically. The two elements that
together had always constituted a utopia—the alternative political vision and
the fantastic narrative form—began more and more to diverge. While utopian
fictions in pre-revolutionary France, for example, were wont to take their read-
ers on fantastic journeys to distant and exotic lands, the demands of the
French Revolution for “liberté, fraternité, égalit€” were pushing for the inser-
tion of utopia into a politics of the here and now. In the nineteenth century the
divergence between utopian politics and utopian fantasies continued to
broaden. As the processes of industrialization and urbanization in western
Europe and North America brought about fundamental changes in the existing
social, cultural, and economic structures, organized mass movements chan-
nelled the dream of utopia into an agenda for revolution. The more the utopian
idea was imbued with a sense of historical possibility, the more the literary
form of utopia came under attack as a mere fantasy.?” The mid-nineteenth cen-
tury thus constitutes a watershed in the history of utopia. People were no
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longer satisfied with a compensatory myth, but demanded actual satisfaction,
“a plenitude of the possible” (Foucault 1980: 145).

The splitting of utopia into political theory, on the one hand, and fictional
practice, on the other, marked women’s utopian production during this period
as well. Texts written during the years of revolution and reaction, from the
late eighteenth through the mid-nineteenth century in both France and Ger-
many, offer telling examples. During the French Revolution, Olympe de
Gouges, for example, couched her vision of full citizenship rights for women
in political terms:her utopia took the form of a manifesto, the Déclaration des
droits de la femme et de la citoyenne (Declaration of the Rights of Women
and Female Citizens) (1791). By contrast, when George Sand in 1856 wrote
one of the few texts from this period that might qualify as a liferary utopia,
Evenor et Leucippe. Les amours de I’age d’or (Evenor and Leucippe. Love in
the Golden Age), it took the form of a Golden Age fantasy, a nostalgic dream
of a mythical time when man and woman were still able to live together peace-
fully as equals.?®

The politics/fantasy split that characterized the doubled movement of
utopian thinking from the late eighteenth century on, marked German
women’s utopian production of the nineteenth century as well. At the turn of
the century, when the heady radicalism of early Romanticism made a commit-
ment to social change seem eminently compatible with an engagement in the
world of belles lettres, women like Sophie Mereau and Sophie LaRoche pro-
jected proto-feminist visions of a utopian kind into new world scenarios.” By
mid-century, however, this view had changed and fantasies were perceived as
escapist rather than emancipatory. Instead of utopias, Sophie LaRoche’s grand-
daughter Bettina von Arnim thus couched her vision of a better world in texts
that were defiantly political. In books that were part description, part analysis,
and part manifesto like Dies Buck gehort dem Konig (This Book Belongs to
the King) (1843), Gespriche mit Ddmonen (Conversations with Demons)
(1852), or the posthumous Armenbuch (Book of the Poor), von Arnim not
only condemned the social injustices and prejudices against which her texts
testified, but demanded that these conditions be changed. In the context of
reaction, restoration, and repression, it was activism, not fantasies, that seemed
mandated. Progressive utopianism situated itself in the realm of politics.

Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that it was a political activist
rather than a writer—Bertha von Suttner—who produced one of the few texts
that could be classified as a utopia in the history of nineteenth-century German
women’s literature. Moreover, even her text barely fits the category. Published
anonymously in 1889, Das Maschinenalter. Zukttnftsvorlesungen iiber unsere
Zeit, von Jemand (The Machine Age. Lectures in the Future about our Time,
by Someone) is basically a political treatise in utopian guise. The narrative is
set in the future, but the issues addressed are unmistakably of her time. Particu-
larly interesting from a feminist perspective is the fact that it is in this, her one
“utopian,” work, that von Suttner who is generally known not as a feminist,
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but as a pacifist,> presents a powerful case for a feminist politics. In a long
and central chapter entitled “Women” she makes an eloquent argument for the
fact that if the ideal of a society is full humanness (Vollmenschlichkeit) for all
people, irrespective of gender, then women should not be seen as “only
women,” but as “female human beings [Menschinnen].”

In marked contrast to continental Europe, where political engagement and
the writing of utopian fiction increasingly diverged throughout the nineteenth
century, they were quite decidedly joined in the Anglo-American world.
Edward Bellamy and William Morris are probably the two most exemplary
and prominent examples.’! Particularly in the United States, the concept of
America as the land of opportunity and new frontiers made utopianism appear
downright American. It is thus not surprising that in the context of American
feminism of this time, utopianism also played an important role. Indeed, the
greatest number of nineteenth-century feminist utopias were written in the
United States. American suffragists and feminists like Victoria Claflin Wood-
hull, Elizabeth Stuart Ward, and Charlotte Perkins Gilman all couched their
political visions in utopian form.3? Their texts and others, such as Annie Den-
ton Cridge’s utopian satire of sex-role reversal on Mars, or Elizabeth Bur-
goyne Corbett’s New Amazonia: A Foretaste of the Future (1880), a vision of
gender equality in the year 2472, provided a public forum in which the woman
question could be aired.?

If the political movements of the 1960s and the changing self-consciousness
of different social groups in the course of this decade brought about what
Fredric Jameson has called “the reinvention of the question of utopia” in our
time (fameson 1977:2), it was the women’s movement and the emergent self-
consciousness of women as historical subjects that enabled the invention of
the question of a feminist utopia. Already in the first wave of the modern
women’s movement, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a sig-
nificant number of utopias with a feminist agenda had appeared. However, the
new women’s movements that grew out of the political movements of the
1960s produced a flood of utopian writing by women unlike anything ever
written before. Between 1975 and 1979, noted Carol Farley Kessler, “more
utopias were written by United States women than during any previous
period” (Kessler (ed.) 1984:9-10). To paraphrase Tania Modleski, women
were “dreaming with a vengeance” (Modleski 1984). They were writing furi-
ously with the doubled consciousness of those who want to write themselves
into history and find themselves forced simultaneously to write against it.

This surge of explicitly feminist utopias raised the question of their relation-
ship to traditional men’s utopias. The initial response on the part of feminist
critics was to emphasize the differences. They found, for example, that while
“escape from freedom seems to be the message of many male utopias...For
women, on the contrary, utopia is a way of arriving at freedom.” They found
that while “[f]or men, utopia is the ideal state; for most women, utopia is state-
lessness.” And while they found that women, like men, were claiming their
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textual shares of outer space, they were also laying claim to “their share of
inner space, the space of the imagination.”** Moreover, they pointed out, even
if at first glance their utopias might look the same, they would not necessarily
mean the same.?

If women’s utopias were different from men’s, the question was:how? What
was a feminist utopia? Carol Pearson attempted to establish a set of criteria
with which to describe and define it (Pearson 1977). Her first and foremost
criterion was ideological: a feminist utopia, she posited, begins with the
premise that patriarchy is an unnatural state. On the basis of this premise, it
launches a systemic critique of patriarchal structures; above all, it challenges
sexist biases and assumptions about “innate female ‘nature’.” Then, it pro-
ceeds with its countermove “by emphasizing women’s strength, courage and
intelligence.” In other words, according to Pearson, the narrative strategies of
feminist utopias are characterized by the same stance of simultaneous negation
and affirmation—"a radical negation of all patriarchal discourses and institu-
tions” and a positivity that “promote[s] group identity and a community of
purpose”—that Teresa de Lauretis has identified as the necessarily doubled
movement of feminist theory and political practice (de Lauretis 1983).

Secondly, Pearson argued, a feminist utopia is defined by the nature of its
vision, namely a vision of a world that is better—eutopian—for women. Here,
too, feminist critics were in remarkable agreement. As Pearson noted, despite
the different textual strategies that distinguish one utopia from another, “the
utopian societies [women] create are surprisingly familiar.” To begin with,
they reflect the ideal of a society in which all people are not only equal, but
valued in and for their differences.’® To this end, power is radically redis-
tributed and reconceptualized, both within the institutional spaces of the public
sphere and the private sphere of home and relationships. Based on the model
of power shared instead of power over, feminist utopias, according to Pearson,
are based on the principle of what Carol Gilligan later described as a “network
of connection” rather than an inherently unequal hierarchy of competitors or
antagonists (Gilligan 1982).37 Families are redefined as interdependent com-
munities of equals in which responsibilities are shared and no one has power
over another. Governance is by consensus and the basis of action is respect for
the integrity of each person and each thing.

This emphasis on the gender dynamics of genre, the insistence on the rela-
tionship between the gender of an author and the nature of her or his utopia,
was simultaneously correct and misleading. For while women’s utopias typi-
cally (and for obvious reasons) “make issues of family, sexuality, and mar-
riage more central than do men” (Kessler (ed.) 1984:7), it is also true that
women—Ilike men—have throughout history dreamed about worlds free of
want, violence, and injustice and have inscribed these dreams into their images
of what a perfect society would be. In other words, gender is not the only issue
—even from the perspective of feminist utopianism.

Much more compelling is the contention that the new writing by women
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was changing not only the topography of cultural landscapes, but the con-
sciousness with which they were viewed. Kessler, for example, suggested that
the appearance of so many utopias during this period that were not only writ-
ten by women, but had a distinctly feminist agenda, marked “a cultural
paradigm shift...[in which] feminist values are central” (ibid.: 10). Such sug-
gestions simultaneously historicized and radicalized the gender question by
setting it in a larger context.

Perhaps the most important point that feminist critics made was that women
had not only written utopias, but had created within this field a woman-
centered tradition of their own. The implications of this discovery for both
utopian and feminist studies are potentially far-reaching. To begin with, a his-
tory of utopia written from the perspective of women’s wishes and dreams
would undoubtedly look different from utopian history as it currently stands.
To begin with, the concept of what a utopia is and what forms it might take
would have to be redefined. On that basis, the “facts” would inevitably
change. The history of utopia, for example, might begin in 1404 with Chris-
tine de Pizan, instead of in 1516 with Thomas More. This, then, would mean
that The Book of the City of Ladies could be considered not only the first
utopia written by a woman, but one of the first utopias of any kind written in
modern history. More important, however, than the question of who wrote
what first, is the fact that to review the history of utopia from the perspective
of women would cause the very concept of what a utopia is to change dramati-
cally. For, as feminist critics and women writers have amply demonstrated, the
polity model is only one of many ways of conceptualizing the utopian. As
already Ernst Bloch had pointed out, “to limit or even so much as orient our
concept of the utopian to Thomas More would be like reducing electricity to
the amber from which it took its name and in which it was first discovered”
(Bloch 1959:14). Instead, texts that offer new conceptual paradigms, that force
us to re-view established ways of looking at things, might be considered as
essential to an active utopian tradition as texts properly defined as utopias. In
short, we might begin to historicize the concept, to rethink what utopia has
meant at different times for different people and what it yet might mean.

Almost four centuries after the publication of The Book of the City of
Ladies another landmark text in the history of women’s emancipation
appeared on the cultural scene of western Europe, this time in England. Mary
Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792/1972) was no
more a utopia in conventional terms than Christine de Pizan’s The Book of the
City of Ladies. But much like the former and for many of the same reasons, it
was equally utopian. When Mary Wollstonecraft decided not to stifle the “wild
wish [that] has just flown from my heart to my head,” but allow it instead to
be written, she wrote what was to become one of the most important and influ-
ential texts in women’s political history. For conceding that “[t]hese may be
termed utopian dreams,” she proceeded to outline what it would take for
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women to “attain conscious dignity” as human beings (Wollstonecraft
1972:15, 12).

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) is a feminist manifesto. The
Book of the City of Ladies is a collection of exemplary tales about women.
Neither is a utopia in a traditional sense. Yet the agenda in both of these texts
and the impulse out of which they were written are fundamentally utopian.
Indeed, it is perhaps precisely their freedom from the constraints of a utopia
narrowly and traditionally defined that enable them to be utopian in the fullest
sense of the word: imaginary spaces in which the meaning and potential of
woman has not yet been measured and cut down to size.



Chapter 2

Utopia and/as ideology: feminist
utopias in nineteenth-century America

Let her try.
Just let her try.
Let her try.
Never to be what he said.
Never to be what he said.
Never to be what he said.
(Gertrude Stein, “Patriarchal Poetry,” 1927)

The women’s movements of the nineteenth century put the woman question
on the social agenda. In the debate over such issues as women’s rights,
women’s role, and women’s nature, this question became a central concern for
both reformers and conservatives. Simultaneously reflecting and, in turn, shap-
ing the terms of the debate, speculative fiction—utopian and dystopian alike—
played a significant role in this process.

American utopian fiction of the late nineteenth century lends itself especially
well to an investigation of this phenomenon. For this was a period in which
the increasing tension of economic and political conflicts provided the impetus
for what were to become the major social movements of modern American
history as people began to claim their individual and collective rights in the
name of their identities as workers, people of color, and women. The shifts
and ruptures in the social fabric produced an unprecedented number of specula-
tive fictions, texts in which the possible consequences of these changes were
projected into narratives of the future.! In the decade between 1886 and 1896
alone, over one hundred works of utopian fiction were published in the United
States.

What was new in these texts, especially in contrast to previous utopias, was
the degree to which “woman” was a recurrent and often central focus of the
narrative. Whereas Renaissance utopias, for example, had focused attention on
the structure of the state and the nature of its governance, these utopias tended

27
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to focus particular attention on the structures of social life and the nature of
human relationships. Under the influence of movements that emphasized
social, not just political, change, questions of gender, race, and class moved to
the foreground.

In light of the fact that traditional utopias had barely raised these questions,
much less proposed answers that in any significant way challenged the prevail-
ing opinions of their time, the question is: Were these modern utopias more
critical on this score? Had their consciousness of what made a utopia utopian
changed, i.e. in their projections of better, more equitable worlds, did they
include the elimination of inequities (such as those based on gender, race, or
class) that had previously been regarded as “natural” and, as a result, unalter-
able. Did they write women differently into possible histories of the future,
and if so, from whose point of view? How did they portray issues of race and
class, and how did they portray them in relation to gender? For if one believes
that in the movement toward a more utopian future not only the material condi-
tions of people’s lives must change, but also the ways in which the meaning
of categories such as “gender,” “race,” or “class” are thought about, then for a
text to be considered utopian it would have to imagine a world in which the
state of oppression had been as dramatically reduced as the consciousness of
oppression had been heightened.

This is the assumption governing my reading in this chapter of a number of
nineteenth-century American utopias, all written by women, all raising and in
various ways attempting to answer what they perceived to be the woman ques-
tion. However, what makes these texts relevant to a discussion of feminism
and utopia from a contemporary perspective is less the gender of their authors
or the political issues they raise, than the fact that, with one exception, they
were reissued in the 1970s as feminist utopias for our time. This contention is
what initially prompted my interest. (How) were these utopias feminist at the
time they were written, I asked myself, and (how) can they still be read as
feminist now, a full century and many feminisms later? What concepts of
utopia and of feminism make such appropriations possible?

FEMINISM AND WOMEN’S UTOPIAS

By the 1880s equality for women had become a more or less non-debatable
stance for any self-respecting social reformer. And yet in the utopias of such
impassioned advocates of social change as the socialist Edward Bellamy and
William Morris or the black liberationist Sutton E.Griggs, the women are hero-
ines of a most conventional sort. From Bellamy’s Looking Backward in which
Edith Leete represents the ideal woman of the future (“feminine softness and
delicacy...deliciously combined”) to William Morris’ News from Nowhere, a
nostalgic fantasy of a pre-industrial world in which women consider it “a great
pleasure...to manage a house skillfully” and want nothing more than to be
“respected as a child-bearer and rearer of children, desired as a woman,” the
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women are portrayed in terms that from the perspective not only of gender,
but also of class and race, were conservative even at the time.

In the anxiety accompanying the changes brought about by the processes of
modernization, “progress” had become a buzz word signifying what was
desired as well as what was feared. The utopias written during this time thus
spoke to both reactions, promising that only the bad would change; everything
else would stay happily the same. In this context, the question of gender was
raised with particular urgency. For not only was gender a central category in
the construction and maintenance of social order, it was a key determinant of
personal identity. No wonder, then, that even in visions of the future that were
in other respects quite radical, readers were reassured that at least gender
would remain constant: a woman, no matter what else might change, would
still remain “every inch a woman” (Griggs 1899/1969).> And a man, by impli-
cation, a man.

One of the earliest American utopias, Mary Griffith’s Three Hundred Years
Hence, which was published anonymously in 1836, reflects both the degree to
which gender was already then, in the 1830s, recognized as an important
social issue, and the anxiety that this new consciousness triggered. Although it
predates the period of organized women’s movements that mark the second
half of the century,? it reflects the debates on woman’s place and women’s
rights that marked the early years of feminist and anti-feminist activism. At
the same time it puts to the test the contention made by Fourier a few years
earlier that “change in an historical epoch can always be determined by the
progress of women towards freedom, because... the degree of emancipation of
women is the natural measure of general emancipation.”* For Three Hundred
Years Hence depicts a utopia based on and enabled by the emancipation of
women. The narrator and focal character, Edgar Hastings, is an American gen-
tleman of the 1830s:white, wealthy, well-educated, and sufficiently conscious
of his privileged status to be reluctant to lose it. Hastings awakens from a
three hundred year-long sleep to a utopian future brought about “by the influ-
ence of women” (Griffith 1950:99). Witnessing the results of a peaceful revolu-
tion in the wake of which women have gained economic equality, he is
relieved to find that such a revolution presents no threat to men. For as his
namesake Edgar, Hastings’s interlocutor and guide through utopia, explains,
“as soon as women had more power in their hands...instead of encroaching on
our privileges, of which we stood in such fear, women shrunk further and fur-
ther from all approach to men’s pursuits and occupations” (ibid.: 100). Instead
of expanding their power, women, as it is tellingly put, “shrink,” choosing to
devote themselves altruistically to the betterment of (white, bourgeois)
mankind. They abolish war and duels, outlaw tobacco and alcohol, and
expunge literature of all “low and indelicate passages.” As a result of these
measures the quality of the women’s own lives is also, by extension,
improved. Violence, poverty, and disease disappear; peace, order, and beauty
abide. God is praised, children are obedient, men are happy and productive.
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And women? They are now equal to men. Equal, that is, in property, for, as
the utopian Edgar is quick to clarify, “they had no other right to desire” (Grif-
fith 1950:124). The Edgars, present and future, can indeed rest reassured.
Equality for women has not diminished male privilege and power; it has actu-
ally enhanced them. Having learned that even in utopia “the proper distinction
was rigidly observed between the sexes—that as men no longer encroached on
[women’s] rights, they, in return, kept within the limits assigned them by the
Creator” (ibid.: 125), the nineteenth-century Edgar rejoices. For between the
contending positions of his time on the woman question—on the one hand, the
emerging “cult of true womanhood,” which advocated the ideal of the lady
(“piety, purity, domesticity”),” and, on the other hand, the demands for sexual
reform and equality for women propagated by radical reformers like Frances
Wright and Sarah Grimké—a perfect synthesis had been found.

Although he is speaking about and from the perspective of what is hailed as
a utopian future, Hastings sounds much like a man from Griffith’s own time
and place. Alexis de Tocqueville, for example, who was writing his Democ-
racy in America around the same time as Griffith was writing her utopia,
responded to the woman question in much the same terms. For despite his
deeply held commitment to the American revolutionary premise that “all men
are created equal,” he believed that equality of the sexes was a different matter
and should be treated as such:

Americans do not think that man and woman have either the duty or the
right to perform the same offices, but they show an equal regard for both
their respective parts; and though their lot is different, they consider both of
them as beings of equal value.®

Most of their contemporaries, at least as far as the public record goes, seemed
to share this belief in what was perceived to be a “natural difference” between
the sexes, a difference which, as the Massachusetts clergyman Jonathan F.
Stearns put it, “implies not inferiority on the one part, but only adaptation to a
different sphere”’

Griffith, de Tocqueville, and Stearns obviously wrote for different audiences
and with a different political agenda. Three Hundred Years Hence proposes a
utopian vision of liberated womanhood; de Tocqueville describes contempo-
rary manners; Stearns delivers an unabashed anti-feminist diatribe. Yet the
rhetorical and ideological similarities in their texts are striking. This unsettling
convergence between a vision of what women, under utopian conditions,
could be, and the normative definition of what a woman, according to the pre-
vailing ideology, should be, identifies the relationship between utopia and ide-
ology as one that is both congruent and contradictory.

The contradictions inherent in the fact that women’s textual and political
strategies necessarily operate within the constraints of conventional forms,
hold both—texts and politics—in tension. Women’s utopias document this
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tension. In the utopian world of Mary Griffith’s Three Hundred Years Hence,
for example, women are still doing what contemporary bourgeois ideology
maintained they should always be doing, namely taking care of the family.
The main difference between the women of Griffith’s own time and place and
the women depicted in her utopia is that the latter have extended their care-
taking functions beyond the family to the whole state.

This insistence on the utopian potential inherent in what was believed to be
woman’s nature was reiterated throughout the early feminist fight for women’s
equality. By the 1890s the Women’s Suffrage Association had even made this
claim central to its political strategy, arguing that (white) women should have
the vote because their manifest destiny was to be mothers to the family of
“man.” As mothers to the nation, so the argument went, women would eventu-
ally bring forth “a grander, nobler race, an altruistic humanity...the elimina-
tion of selfishness, the death of oppression, the birth of brotherly love.” In
short, utopia.® In a doubled strategy—appropriating the dominant ideology of
gender difference and at the same time countering the misogynist interpreta-
tion of this difference as a sign of women’s inferiority—suffragists recast and
invoked gender difference to establish women’s superiority. Griffith, in 1836,
carefully filtering her utopian vision through a male narrative voice and point
of view, did not yet couch this argument in explicitly feminist terms. Yet in
identifying the creation of a utopian state with the freedom of women to
develop their potential, she took an important first step. Several decades later,
in the context of a vocal and organized women’s movement, the same position
could be argued more emphatically.

Mary E.Bradley Lane’s Mizora: A Prophecy was first published serially in
The Cincinnati Commercial in 1880—1. In 1889 it was reprinted in book form
upon popular demand (see Lane 1975). Like Three Hundred Years Hence, this
is again a utopia written by a woman and about women. Unlike the earlier
text, however, Mizora is also narrated by a woman. In an unspecified, but
obviously distant, future Vera Zarovitch, the narrator/protagonist, discovers
Mizora, a land inhabited only by women. Men have been extinct for over
three thousand years. Centuries earlier, when internal strife had brought their
country to the brink of chaos, women had banded together for protection
against the violence of marauding men. But in contrast to the self-abnegating
women modelled in Mary Griffith’s utopia, the women of Mizora did not
shrink. Instead, they took control of their lives and proceeded to create a
world defined by and structured around their own interests. This move had
powerful consequences. The male species became extinct and in its wake the
women began to discover previously unknown possibilities. Social order was
restored and Mizora soon began to prosper. Before long not only the arts and
sciences, but every aspect of Mizoran life was flourishing. What emerged was
not just a new world, but a whole new species of people. For as they discov-
ered the mysterious and miraculously procreative “Secret of Life,” the women
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began to create a new race of mothers and daughters more noble and beautiful
than any race that had ever been seen.

The political economist Thorstein Veblen once posited that “the position of
women in any community is the most striking index of the level of culture
attained by the community” (Veblen 1953:229). By such a standard of mea-
sure, Mizora is indeed a utopia to end all utopias. To the admiring Vera, Mizo-
ran women are perfection incarnate. And no wonder. For the Mizoran woman
is nothing other than the perfect Victorian lady. Her fair skin and blonde hair
signal her birthright as a member of the “right” race,” while her “correct lan-
guage, refined tastes,...and graceful manners” (Lane 1975:65) mark her as
having the culture of the “right” class.!” In short, this woman of the future
embodied the ideal of nineteenth-century white, bourgeois womanhood.

Scientific and technological advancements have made it possible for Mizo-
ran society to rid itself of all undesirable elements: disease, crime, and poverty
have been abolished; toil and labor have been replaced by art and leisure. Yet
this is not all that has been eliminated: dark-skinned races and “the coarser
nature of men” (ibid.: 64) have also been made to disappear. Not only
undaunted by, but proud of, the extremity of the measures taken to achieve
what were perceived as utopian ends, neither the narrator nor her Mizoran
interlocutors question the idea that Mizora is indeed a paradise, the American
dream come true. From the perspective of those who have been eliminated, of
course, it is more like a nightmare. Indeed, if this is a paradise, then only for
those whose interests were vested in the particular configuration of class, race,
and gender hegemony that marked late nineteenth-century America. Only from
their perspective could Mizora, a new world shaped in the image of old power
relations, have been considered a utopia. And yet, in 1975 Mizora was reis-
sued and marketed as a “feminist utopia.”’!! In view of its vision and the
means it considers legitimate to achieve that end, texts like Mizora thus raise
the question of a feminist utopia—what is it that makes it feminist and for
whom is it utopian—with particular urgency.

In light of the fact that women’s active resistance against racism was one of
the most vital roots of feminism in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
the representation of race and race relations in feminist utopias warrants partic-
ularly close scrutiny. Both Mary Griffith and Mary Lane resolved the woman
question in their utopias by taking power away from those who had abused it
(i.e. men) and giving it to those who had suffered from the abuse (i.e.
women). However, in relation to race they did not apply the same principle
but took the opposite approach. In response to the race issue, they propose that
rather than disempower the oppressor one simply get rid of the oppressed. In
Three Hundred Years Hence, we are told that the “race problem” has been
solved “most satisfactorily to all parties” (Griffith 1950:126). Negro slaves
“were released from their bondage with the aid and good wishes of the whole
country” (ibid.: 128) and returned to Africa, while slave-holders were indemni-
fied “for their loss of property” (ibid.: 126). From that moment on, we are
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told, “all malignant and hostile feelings disappeared” (ibid.: 127). The
“utopian” nature of this “solution” is not once questioned.

What is particularly chilling about this response to racism is its cheerful
efficiency, hauntingly reminiscent of the Mizoran cure for rabies, which was
simply to get rid of dogs. When the Black educator and abolitionist, Sarah
M.Douglas, wrote in 1837, a year after the publication of Griffith’s utopia, “I
believe they despise us for our color,”!? she might have been talking about the
inhabitants of Griffith’s imaginary future. For in this “utopia” for women,
women of color are clearly not wanted. Mizora takes this attitude to its most
sinister extreme. When Vera, in this nation of fair-skinned, blue-eyed blondes,
wonders, “what became of the dark complexions?” (Lane 1975:92), she is
told, simply, “We eliminated them” (ibid.: 92). In their quest for a perfect
(female) race, Mizoran women applied g