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Chapter 1: Introduction

One emphasis in feminism has been the issue of gender stereotypes, particularly
concerning their role in the construction of what are thought to be normative male and female
traits and sex roles. The supposed naturalness of these traits has helped allow for and perpetuate
gender inequalities. Prevailing views in Western society, primarily based on reproductive roles,
can be traced back to Aristotle, and support the idea that women and men are inherently
different, men are inherently dominant and superior, and these differences are natural (Bem,
1993, 1). Science supports these positions by offering ‘evidence’ that sex and gender differences
are innate in males and females. Feminists challenge these views claiming that women are
subordinated by nurture not nature (Schiebinger, 1989, 273-274). Simone de Beauvoir summed
up this viewpoint succinctly when she wrote, “one is not born, but rather becomes a woman™ (de
Beauvoir, 1952, 267). Today many feminists and sociologists concur with de Beauvoir’s
position and conceptualize perceived masculine and feminine traits as constructed and assigned
to males or females (Vetterling-Braggin, 1982, 152). This perception is an important step toward
understanding and challenging the foundations of gender oppression.

In this thesis I examine how androgyny is used in selected feminist novels as a metaphor
to challenge constructed gender stereotypes and inequalities in the societies represented. I argue
that such fictional representations challenge conventional ideas and beliefs about gender and
gender stereotypes in Western society. Androgyny in these novels provides a vision of what we

can strive towards in political efforts to counter gender construction and oppression. Rather than



solely demonstrating personal and individual benefits, androgyny in these novels clearly
demonstrates the need for an institutionalized change in gendered roles, behaviour, and
opportunities.

In this research I draw upon Toril Moi’s and Kari Weil’s assertions that a contemporary
study of androgyny argues for a multiplicity of differences. Their arguments focus on
‘difference’ as meaning differences among women, rather than differences between two genders
of masculine and feminine. I maintain that Moi’s and Weil’s understandings of difference
supports the idea that gender and gender stereotypes are social constructions, and that androgyny
allows for a plurality of gender differences unrestricted by any predetermined gender identity
(Moi, 1990, 13-14, Weil, 1992, 169).

After surveying a variety of literature that focuses on androgyny, I selected specific texts
from which to collect descriptive examples of androgyny. These include Virginia Woolf's
Orlando, 1928, selected because Woolf's works are seen as the catalyst for much of twentieth
century feminist analysis of androgyny (Weil, 1992, 146, Rado, 1997, 148). As well, I chose two

novels by Marge Piercy, Woman on the Edge of Time, 1976, and He She and It, 1991, because

they demonstrate a social institutionalization of androgyny. This is important because the
androgynous person is only successful if society is organized to accommodate androgyny. The
possibilities of human freedom are more dependent on the social structures rather than located
within the individual (Annas, 154, 155, Ferguson, 1985, 46). I also chose these novels because

of their detailed androgynous representations and their many definitions and uses of androgyny,



in contrast to a patriarchal dream of androgyny as one undifferentiated sex.

The concept of androgyny is useful for understanding how gender stereotypes have been
constructed. The official definition of androgyny comes from Greek roots--andros (man) and
gyny (woman). However there is no clear-cut, single, agreed upon definition of what the term
means in a social context. For example, psychological definitions of androgyny are based on
defined masculine and feminine traits deemed characteristic of males and females
(Vetterling-Braggin, 1982, 152). This means androgyny is measured on the basis of what
psychology defines as sex-appropriate preferences, skills, personality attributes, behaviours, and
self-concepts (Bem, 1995, 83). In opposition to such psychological definitions, androgyny can
be viewed as a social construct or a metaphor because the traits being combined are constructed
to be feminine or masculine (Warren, 1982, 183). An analogy sometimes used is that gender
diversity is as natural as the wide diversity of food preferences. In other words, androgyny can
mean that behaviour should have no gender (my emphasis, Bem, 1993, 169, 175).

Androgyny has been represented at various times in western literature since the time of
Plato who apparently first coined the term (Tejada, 1994, 46). Androgyny has often appeared in
literature when gender issues are prominent in society, and has been used to challenge
stereotypes, and envision or symbolize a socio-political equality between men and women that
has not been achieved in patriarchal society (Tejada, 1994, 39). In literature, androgyny has
often been used to present a utopian vision of society, which can encourage us to strive for a new

future, rather than feeling apathetic about our ability to enact social change (Fitting, 1987, 298).



A utopian androgynous vision is important because a large amount of literature explicitly
written for and read by women supports conventional gender stereotypes and the dominant
ideology. It deliberately avoids reflecting pressure for change in women’s roles. These fictions
have been consistent in their theme and marketability (Roberts, 1978, 162). Particularly with
contemporary literature, some androgynous representations explicitly “stem from a feminist
critique of society's oppressive structure” (Fitting, 1987, 299). A feminist critique allows for
insights and knowledge about women and men and their place in society. When Shulamith

Firestone wrote The Dialectic of Sex in 1970, she commented that there was not yet a utopian

feminist literature in existence to help envision a future society she was theorizing about
(Firestone, 1970, 227). The challenges androgyny brings are most obvious in fictional contexts
(Weil, 1992, 75).

Discussion surrounding difference links to one of the main issues in contemporary
feminist theorizing which involves efforts to politicize women’s issues, when the use of the term
‘woman’ can be essentializing and exclusive to particular women, rather than allowing for
difference. Changes from earlier feminisms, and tensions within feminist movements today, are
exemplified by tensions between the women in the novels selected for this thesis. These women
concur with Denise Riley’s perception that different temporalities of women, means ‘woman,’
can be a fluctuating state for individuals, and can be political (Riley, 1988, 6, 96).

It is in this sense of androgyny as a multiplicity of differences that I intend to explore

the use of androgyny in these novels. In doing so, I will address some feminist criticisms of



androgyny and show how the representation of androgyny in these novels transcends these
criticisms. I also base my arguments on the idea that androgyny is a gender construct, and is
unbounded, therefore fundamentally indefinable. Here androgyny suggests a full range of
experiences open to individuals, and suggests a spectrum upon which human beings choose their

places (Heilbrun, 1973, xi).

Historical Overview of Androgyny

Androgyny has been called an ideology that should be viewed as revolutionary. It
protests the sexual division of labour in the home and workplace, and the stereotypes of
masculine and feminine behaviour. Androgyny as ideology challenges the nuclear family with
its socialization of children toward compulsory heterosexuality. When people have a choice of
characteristics to adopt, behaviour becomes process oriented rather than static (Tiryakian, 1981,
1046). A loss of gender norms could result in a proliferation of gender configurations.
Conversely, a radical proliferation of gender configurations would in turn displace gender norms.
This contests the binarism of sex and exposes its fundamental unnaturalness (Butler, 1990,
146-149). Deconstructing gender through androgyny can support the opportunity of choice,
freedom of personality, and a multiplicity of gender constructions, as well as explain the
construction of the feminine and masculine.

To exemplify the importance placed on societal gender polarization, one can review the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association,



Four, (DSM 1V, 1994), which lists a ‘gender identity disorder’ of childhood. This is defined as
a persistent and intense distress in a child about his or her assigned sex. In particular, girls who
show persistent marked aversion to normative female clothing, and insist on wearing masculine
clothing, may be diagnosed with this disorder (Bem, 1993, 109).

Western societal resistance to the idea of androgyny may stem partly from the acceptance
of ascribed gender characteristics and roles as discussed earlier, but also from an intolerance of
gender ambiguity. Androgyny can confuse and frighten because it disturbs expected
presentations of surface sexual selves and gender (Kimbrough, 1990, 3). Androgyny seems to be
most threatening regarding homosexuality, impotency and frigidity. Somehow, complying with
polarized gender roles is seen to protect against these problems (Heilbrun, 1973, xii).

The medical management of hermaphroditism, or intersexed infants, exemplifies the
intolerance of gender ambiguity. In only these cases do physicians advise parents that social
factors are more important in gender development than biological factors. These infants are
limited to two exclusive options, male or female, despite evidence of different genders (Kessler,
1995, 8-17, 22). Sex role ideology and intolerance of sexual ambiguity are evidenced when
Western society agrees to take funds and highly trained medical personnel from meager
resources, to carry out sex changes. If beliefs regarding masculinity and femininity were more
flexible, perhaps sex change operations would not be necessary (Eichler, 1995, 29). Other
cultures, such as in India, tolerate ambiguity in a way unknown in the west (Singer, 1976, 172).

While in the 1970's and 80's feminists held the androgynous ideal to mean the eradication



of gender, now in the 1990's the focus is on a multiplicity or inconsistency of genders, or the
expansion of gender categories (Weil, 1992, 75). Contemporary feminist criticism can therefore
find the idea of androgyny useful to challenge sex differences and their power to affect the life of
the human being (Tejada, 1994, 39).

Androgyny as a social construction is evidenced by varied representations of androgyny
in literature throughout history, some of which are outlined below. In Plato’s Symposium, he
portrayed three races of human; man, woman and androgyne. The androgynous race combined
both male and female, in looks and name. They were round, with the back and sides in a circle,
with four arms, and four legs, two heads, and two sets of genitals. They were magnificent in
strength and intelligence. They attempted to assault the gods who were unsure how to respond.
If the humans were killed, this would obliterate the race and mean a loss of their honor and
sacrifices from them. The decision from Zeus was to cut each of them in two, with the threat of a
further splice if they did not behave. This way they would be weaker, but more useful. Apollo
healed thé wounds of the splits. Plato explained that androgyny now exists in name only,
reserved as a reproach (Plato, 1986, 251, 252).

Greek mythology depicts Dionysus as neither woman nor man, but as woman in man, or
man in woman, the unlimited personality (Heilbrun, 1973, xi). Dionysus became revalued in the
Renaissance and was the inspiration for art and literature (Grant, 1962, 250). Although the term
itself was not specifically used, the idea of androgyny was portrayed and known throughout both

medieval and renaissance Europe. Androgynous ideas were present in almost every aspect of



late sixteenth century society, from medicine, to music to math (Kimbrough, 1990, 6).
Renaissance thought was seen as a potential for the liberation of humanity in the
sixteenth century. Shakespeare among other authors wanted to break down the barriers between

the genders, and his androgyny joins the two sexes within one kind, humanity (Kimbrough,
1990, 5-16). Thus, Shakespeare was writing of a potential for androgyny to improve society.
This re-emerging sense of androgyny began to counter the medieval belief that women were
intellectually inferior to men (Kimbrough, 1990, 170-171). Others point out that Shakespeare
can be seen as perpetuating male superiority because while women tend to get what they want in
Shakespeare's plays, men still reap the greater benefits. The most explicit example is in the

Taming of the Shrew, where the play culminates with a speech of submission by the female

character Kate (Heilbrun, 1973, 31, Orgel, 14, 1996).

The image of androgyny has been called the quintessential symbol of the English
Romantic Era. The English Romantic Poets lived through social, political, economic, religious,
and sexual revolutions inspired by the French Revolution and industrialization. Androgyny
re-emerged not just as an abstract image but as a sudden realistic possibility, particularly in the
works of Blake, Keats, Wordsworth, Byron, and Coleridge. If a king and a dynasty could be
overthrown, maybe sexual oppression could be as well. However it was not accepted by all.
While some were pushing an ideology of androgyny to protest gender norms, the developing
nouveaux riche class promoted femininity as domestic idol, an ideal woman to symbolize their

affluence (Hoeveler, 1990, 4-14).



The writings of Guy de Maupassant reflect heroines' battles against nineteenth-century
anti-androgynous French Society (Hartig, 1973, ix). Because of French society’s division and
separation of the human psyche into distinct entities, the typical nineteenth century Frenchman
could not accept the woman in himself (Hartig, 1991, 3). Maupassant's novels depict the dangers
qf anti-androgyny or explicit masculinity and femininity. It seems that extreme sexual
polarization is displayed, then contrasted with androgyny to allow for a reconciliation between
the sexes and a greater range of experience for both women and men (Hartig, 1991, 38, 39).

Virginia Woolf has received a variety of criticisms and interpretations of her use of
androgyny. These range from Woolf being seen as a powerful enlightened prophet, to a confused
and reluctant rebel, to a subversive and deconstructionist feminist (Rado, 1997, 148). In Woolf's

A Room of One's Own (1929), she depicts androgyny as an existence where male and female

powers of the soul live in harmony together. She describes Shakespeare’s androgynous mind as
an example, but admits that this does not necessarily mean that he was sympathetic to women
(Woolf, 1929, 106-107). Toril Moi discusses Woolf's androgyny as a recognition of the
falsifying metaphysical nature of male/female (Moi, 1990, 13-14). Although many of Woolf's
stories contain aspects of androgyny, it is most centrally explained in Orlando which has been
described as the best example of the androgynous mind in this century (Passty, 1988, 12).
Brazilian author, Clarice Lispector, describes male characters incorporating feminine
characteristics in their personalities thus questioning male authority, while female characters

think and act according to the typical social and psychological category of masculinity (Tejada,



1994, 41). Lispector's male and female both resist their ascribed gender role. Well-known
nineteenth century American writers are seen as generally refusing to give strong women a
central role (Edinger, 1990, 125, 129). By contrast, Brazilian writers of the same time frame
often displayed an androgynous ideal, creating strong female characters, and speaking to
women’s experience. This androgyny is seen as important given the Latin culture that
emphasizes the male machistas, or man, as the only recognized self-identity, and woman as other
(Edinger, 1990, 124-126).

Early twentieth century British novelist, Rose Macaulay, 1881-1958, included androgyny
as a major theme in all her fictional works. Macaulay’s writing stemmed from her feminist
efforts to surpass society’s limitations on women’s behaviour. Her most famous book, which

also includes her most extensive representation of androgyny, The Towers of Trebizond (1956),

is an excellent example of androgyny, only surpassed by Woolf's Orlando (Passty, 1988, 12-17).

Passty describes the impetus for The Towers of Trebizond as based on a sixth century story,

preserved and passed on by monks, titled, “Conceming the Abbot Daniel and a Certain Religious
Woman.” The story involves a priest who loses his priestly functions to a female outcast, and
sex roles are turned upside down. The story was translated into English in 1951 by an
Anglo-Catholic monk who passed it onto his cousin Rose Macaulay (Passty, 1988, 21-24).

The theme of many feminist utopian novels is based on a political imagination attempting
to develop ways to think beyond dualities. The rift between men and women is important in

these fictions, telling us what is possible and necessary to wish and hope for (Bartkowski, 1989,

10



3-4). Androgyny is frequently presented as the ideal solution, and here androgyny tends to
involve a confluence of femininity and masculinity, rather than an eradication of these categories.
Differences do exist but social institutions are not built around them. Thus androgynous novels
such as those by LeGuin, Russ, Lessing, and Bryant, involve a principle of sexual equality
(Koenen, 1991, 41-46). Piercy’s work in particular and Woolf’s Orlando focus on a multiplicity
of genders, not just one gender. Androgynous language and freedom from compulsory
heterosexuality in their novels, encourage the reader to see “his or her gender related prejudices
and to reinterpret superficially familiar scenes” (Koenen, 1991, 49-51). This point summarizes
one of the ways androgynous literature provides an alternative vision to gc\ender stereotypes.

The authors outlined in this brief review of some writings surrounding androgyny
demonstrate some of the ways androgyny has been used in literature. The differences in
representation illustrate fhe social construction of androgyny in different historical and social

contexts, which concurrently illustrates gender as a social construction.

Method of Analysis
The methodology for this thesis involves utilizing literature as data in the form of a
collection of descriptive examples drawn from three texts: Marge Piercy’s He She and It, (1991)

and Woman on the Edge of Time, (1976), and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928). Traditionally

the novel has been concerned with representing social reality and the complex relation between

psychological and social experience (Rowe, 1992, 181). Literature as sociology can give

11



information about values, attitudes and institutions, since aspects of social life and concepts are
often well described (Routh, 1977, 3,4). When we read, experience can be crystallized, made
clear, and made general and explained. While we admire the story telling, we are being informed
(Less:ing, 1997, 242). It is in the sense of novels as social texts informing the reader of social
values surrounding gender and androgyny that I have studied these novels.

I am also treating the novels as models or visions for change. Ross Chambers in Room

for Maneuvers, 1991, argues that models for change is a “phenomenon that occurs when one

reads a book and is influenced” (Chambers, 1991, xii). The belief here is in the potential of
narrative to change people’s mentalities, ideas, attitudes, values and feelings. The power of
words to revolutionize has tended to be undervalued (Chambers, 1991, 1). Androgyny in the
novels selected provides a model for change, or a vision of what we can strive towards.
Androgyny in these novels also shows the need for an institutionalized change in stereotypically
gendered roles, behaviour and opportunities. Chambers argues that there is potential in all
narrative to bring about change, and theoretically, a narrative text has the potential power to
affect an infinite number of new readers (Chambers, 1991, 3, 11,12).

Feminist critics have revitalized the sociology and study of the materiality of literature
(Stimpson, 1992, 263). Post-modern pol_itics conceive of resistance and social reform as
dependent on a critique of representation (Rowe, 1992, 198). Charting the cultural
representations of gender, the patterns of femininity and masculinity is an important part of

feminist literary criticism (Stimpson, 1992, 251). Cultural representations of gender are pfoduced

12



and reproduced through discourse, including narrative discourse. Alison Light in "Returning to
Manderley--Romance fiction, Female Sexuality and Class," 1990, discusses representations of
femininity and asks what other models [than fiction] are available anywhere for alternative
constructions of masculinity?(Light, 1990, 342) Her discussion of models for change is based on
a feminist post-modern argument that gender must be reinterpreted in terms of historical and
cultural conditions of production. As models or visions for change, the novels discussed in this
thesis create cultural alternatives and different systems of representations of gender through the
use of androgyny (Stimpson, 1992, 256). Androgyny can demonstrate a move away from
polarized gender norms and open up the possibilities of a variety of gender configurations. In
turn, variations of gender can disrupt rigid gender norms. In this way the unnaturalness of
gender polarities in Western society can at least be discussed if not irrefutably demonstrated
(Butler, 1990, 146-149).

Consistent with feminist sociology, my analysis is based on the assumption that gender
differences are constructed rather than biologically determined, and these constructed gender
differences play a significant role in the long standing oppression of women. This understanding
is important because the dominant views of gender hold that differences between men and
women are natural and thus immutable. My analysis also includes the understanding that
androgyny is a social construct because gender traits being combined are not really masculine or
feminine. Thus when I present examples of femininity and masculinity it is understood that

these are based on common stereotypes assigned to these genders in Western society. Therefore,
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to reiterate, the purpose of this thesis is to illustrate that androgyny in selected feminist novels is
a useful metaphor to challenge gender stereotypes and inequalities in the societies represented. [
argue that such fictional representations challenge conventional ideas and beliefs about gender
and gender stereotypes in Western society. I use a descriptive rather than a quantitative analysis,
providing examples of how androgyny is used in the novels to provide alternative visions of
gender and society.

I also provide an analysis of each author’s socio-historical background and connections to
their works. I compare the author’s use of androgyny with the cultural environment of the period
in which the novel was written, using the author’s biographical material to reconstruct this
cultural environment. I analyse critiques of the authors and their works, and I survey discussions
surrounding the use of androgyny in literature.

The technique of a close reading of the texts (Light, 1990, 327, Stimpson, 1992, 253) has
been utilized to collect descriptive examples of androgyny from each of the novels which speak
to the following questions:

1) What are the normative masculine and feminine roles and traits and how is androgyny

connected to them?

2) What does being androgynous signify in each of the texts?

3) What do the androgynous characters look like, and how do they think, and behave?

4) Do the androgynous characteristics challenge gender stereotypes?

5) Is androgyny depicted as positive, negative or revolutionary?
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6) Are there any limitations on opportunities or experiences for the androgynous

characters?

7) Does androgyny exemplify life without gender construction?

Descriptive examples are then organized by the following themes:
1) Description of the androgynous characters (i.e. physical, emotional, and behavioural).
2) Description of the fictional society (i.e. the basis for any social organization of
gender, power structures, normative roles for the characters, freedom or restraints of
opportunities).
3) Social significance of androgyny in the fictional societies (i.e. As positive, negative,
or revolutionary).
4) Androgyny as a challenge to gender stereotypes.
These descriptive examples in fiction are compared and contrasted with descriptions of
contemporary Western societal stereotypes in reality. By using these themes, I have established a

consistent approach to, and analysis of, each of the novels.

Outline of Chapters

Chapter two, entitled ‘“Utopias and Analysis,” provides an analysis of feminist utopias
and the use of androgyny in them. A contrast with non-feminist or traditional utopias

demonstrates a move from a lack of gender analysis in traditional utopias, to gender being a
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primary focus in feminist utopias. Androgyny is often the metaphor used by feminist writers to
illuminate gender construction and gender oppression. I discuss some of the theoretical critiques
of androgyny by feminists, and how contemporary studies of androgyny are effective at
transcending these criticisms.

Chapters three, four, and five are devoted to specific descriptive examples of androgyny

and analysis of Marge Piercy's Woman on the Edge of Time (1976), Marge Piercy's He, She and

1t (1991), and Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928), respectively. In these three chapters, the main
androgynous and non-androgynous characters are outlined in terms of physical appearance,
emotional states, and behaviour. Comparison and contrast between characters demonstrates
gender as constructed and stereotypical in non-androgynous characters, as well as oppressive in
contemporary western society. Descriptions of societies where androgyny is institutionalized
provide images of gender equality. These images are considered important for envisioning
societal change.

In chapter six I provide a summary of the similarities and links among the three novels.
These include: gender as constructed; the use of clothing and costuming in reflecting and
challenging gender stereotypes; woman’s connections to nature as stereotypically negative but
challenged and revalued in these novels; changes in feminist theorizing surrounding mothering,
reproduction and reproductive technology; sexuality and challenges to compulsory
heterosexuality; and finally, challenges to some of the criticisms of androgyny. Criticisms of

androgyny generally stem from its history of androcentric use. The feminist use of androgyny as
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representing a multiplicity of genders in these novels provides a vision that moves beyond such
criticisms.

Chapter seven concludes my thesis by reviewing findings and summarizing the
use of androgyny in these specific texts to challenge gender stereotypes and inequalities in the
societies represented. The four main themes of descriptions of the androgynous characters;
description of the fictional societies; the social significance of androgyny in the fictional
societies; and androgyny as a challenge to gender stereotypes, are returned to point by point to
summarize their use in this thesis. These fictional representations are shown to be useful for
demonstrating gender constructions as stereotypical and oppressive in Western society.

Suggestions for further research are included.

17



Chapter Two: Feminist Utopias and Criticisms of Androgyny
Introduction
In this chapter I provide an analysis of feminist utopias and the use of androgyny in them
with some contrast to non-feminist utopias. I discuss some of the feminist theoretical critiques of
androgyny from the 1970's until today, and note how the specific novels chosen for this thesis are
effective at transcending these criticisms.

Piercy’s Woman on the Edge of Time and He She and It can be easily classified as

utopias. Woolf’s Orlando has, to my knowledge, never been classified as part of the utopian
genre. It may not be definable to any particular genre (Guiguet, 1965, 266). However, I include
this novel under utopian analysis since Woolf’s use of androgyny has many similar elements to
Piercy’s. Although Orlando focuses on an individual perspective, and does not portray a vision
of institutional change, it still exemplifies the need for institutional change. Orlando, the novel,
demonstrates a long history of gender inequality in Western society, continually contested by the
character Orlando’s, androgyny. Woolf’s feminist analysis of gender and androgyny concurs
with contemporary theorizing of gender in her representation of non-essentialist women and
men. Orlando’s ability to switch genders at will provides a utopian vision of androgyny as
libratory. Orlando most clearly meets one requirement of utopias, which is that they must
address sex roles (Annas, 1978, 143-146). Finally, Woolf’s work is seen as an impetus for much
feminist analysis of androgyny. I believe all these factors allow me to analyze Orlando in the

same vein as Piercy’s work.
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Historical Overview of Utopias

The original utopia is considered to be Plato’s Republic but Thomas More first coined the
term utopia, also the title of his book, in 1516. The word comes from punning in Greek and
Latin to suggest outopia, ‘no place’ and eutopia, ‘happy place’ (Khanna, 1981, 52, Mumford,
1966, 8). The beauty of a utopia is that it is no one particular place or time, but is an enlarged or
transformed vision of abundance (Khanna, 1981, 56). Utopias have been seen as a fulfilling
enduring need and stimulating the creative human spirit (Manuel, 1966, xxii). Utopias are
speculative myths that provide a vision for social ideas. They begin with an analysis of the
present and can provide an end to which social life aims. Utopias are influential in that, despite
their failures, there have been one or two attempts to build utopian based communities (Frye,
1966, 25, 26). People are unconsciously much more involved with, even perhaps indebted to,
utopian thought in its broadest sense than they are willing to concede (Polak, 1966, 281).

Beginning with More's Utopia, the condition of women was seen as improved relative to
the narrator's present, but women did not participate in this shaping. In the nineteenth century
there were numerous all-female utopias but they tended to idealize the ‘true’ woman of the
domestic sphere (Bartkowski, 1989, 9). Prior to the second wave of feminism, most utopias had
been written by and about men where women were at best a sideline. Thus the traditional idea of
an improved social order has been primarily shaped by men (Khanna, 1981, 49).

The greatest number of utopian fictions were written at the end of the nineteenth century.
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During the first half of the twentieth century, fewer utopian fictions were published. Those that

were, reflected a time of dystopia (Bartkowski, 1989, 7). H.G. Well's, A Modern Utopia, written

at the turn of the century reflects the society of his time, and is much different than Piercy’s
utopias of today (Booker, 1994, 342). It is clear, then, that utopias cannot be studied in isolation
from their social context.

A persistent theme in literary criticisms of utopias is that most of the major works have
done little to challenge conventional notions of gender roles. They generally show women and
men in stereotypical conventional ways. A survey of utopias in 1968, by feminist author Joanna
Russ, found none emphasized gender roles, either in individuals or in social structures (Kessler,
1987, 311). Russ’s findings were part of a trend established by More’s Utopia. More included
women in his vision of an egalitarian society and provided them with broader opportunities for
education and employment than what was available to women in the sixteenth century. However
men were still inherently superior and women were inferior. Most of the utopias following
More’s lacked attention to gender inequality despite utopian thought being primarily concerned
with societies that challenge the status quo. This omission of focus on gender inequality
indicates that patriarchal habits and gender prejudice are the most ingrained of all characteristics
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