Realities and Fictions: Lesbian
Visions of Utopia

TUCKER FARLEY

Bringing my fantasies into the real world frightened me very
much. It's not that they were bad in themselves, but they were
Unreal and therefore culpable; to try to make Real what was Un-
real was to mistake the very nature of things; it was a sin not
against conscience (which remained genuinely indifferent during
the whole affair) but against Reality, and of the two, the latter is far
more blasphemous. It’s the crime of creating one’s own Reality, of
“preferring oneself” as a good friend of mine says. [ knew it was an
impossible project.’

AS author-character of The Female Man, Joanna Russ is
here speaking not of creating a utopian vision of the future, but
of becoming a lesbian. Both involved breaking out of “History”
and “Reality” as they have been defined.? The problem being
dramatized is what is possible for a young, white girl brought up
in the fifties? What is realistic’ And what is reality? On the
surface, the tension of the novel lies in the conflict between men
and women. But underneath we glimpse the effort to break
through to an alternative paradigm, another set of possibilities.

This novel depicts the aspects of Everywoman as conceived
in 1975 by its author. Each aspect, represented by a character
whose name begins with J, dramatizes an apparently different
woman whose ground of being and perceptions about what is
real and what is possible differ from those of the others. Author/
character Joanna veers back and forth between Jeannine’s past-
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in-the-present, Jael's present-in-a-tuture, and the secret hope of
Whileawayan Janet whao is alse unbelievable to her, For Janet is
woman-identified, tied o men by neither love nor hate. Is ot
possible, especially for one conceiving of herself as Every-
woman, to shift lesbianism from “unreality” or tantasy to “real-
1wy"? The novel documents a moment of that struggle,

Before coming out, Joanna had turned herself intoa man, a
metaphoric transformation in the quasi-utopian realm of science
fiction whose precedents exist historically among the women
who have passed as men.” This "solution” had been the logical
extension of operating within a system ol male supremacy osten-
sibly 1o subvert it. But was it possible wo redehne reality? Simply
tor love wormen and build a just society, rather than to hate men
and fight them? As the novel closes, Joanna Kisses Laur while
she reads, expecting the rebuke that will demonstrate the reas-
sertion of the eternal order “{as it had 1o, of course)™

Bt she Lot me do it She blushed and prewended not to norice. 1 can't
describe o you how reality tore fsell wide open at that moment,
It's like falling off a chff, standing astonished in mid-air as the
horizon rushes away from vou, T this is possible, anything is possi-
ble ... nothing that happened alterward was as imporant o
me , . . a5 that frst, awful wrench of the mind ip. 208).

After this, the world which she had seen as peopled primar-
ily by men begins to appear Hooded by women, She worries how
her changing consciousness will be classified in the minds of
others. "Does it count if it's vour best friend? Does it countif you
love men's bodies but hate men's minds?” (p. 209). And whose
definition is right? Joanna moves in mid-sentence from the de-
tensive denial to claiming a presumably ideal “tall, blonde, blue-
eved lesbian”™ identity (p. 209).

Part of the difficulty of making a paradigmatic shift away
from male domination was the dearth of models in the culture,
as well as the widespread beliel that male and female difference
was Inological rather than socially constructed behavior. "1 can't
imagine a two-sexed equalitarian society and 1 don't believe any-
one else can, either.,” Russ commented in 1975, "Where else
{than science fiction) could one even trv out such visions? Yet in
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the end we will have to have models for the real thing and T can
find none vet, and that is why Whileaway is single-sexed.™

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, the Freethinker
Elmina Drake Slenker, who had been inspired by the “discov-
ery” of contraceptives to advocate free love, shifted her views o
seeing heterosexual intercourse as necessary only for reproduc-
tion. Finally, believing women’s interest would best be served by
abstinence, she envisioned a utopian female society perpetuated
by parthenogenesis.” In 1915, Charlotte Perkins Gilman created
the story of Herland, a rational and nurturant society, built on
female sex sameness and equality.” The question of sexuality
among the women is seemingly evaded; or perhaps the author
simply relied upon nineteenth-century understandings.

The concept of sexual relations was defined at that ume
phallocentrically. Women were not expected to be sexual beings
or to be sexually aroused by intercourse with males; they were
permitted covert affectional and love relations and “lovemak-
mg"” with women. Without the phallus, the lovemaking was not
defined as sexual.” Gilman could expect among her female
readers little challenge to the almost invisible love relations
among the women, and little regret for the "loss” of the largely
unsatisfving duty of heterosexual intercourse, In the nineteenth
century, a broad range ol romantic relationships among women
was common;’ they were not seen as dangerous if they were
conducted in forms that did not tread upon masculine preroga-
tve. Tt may have been that very implicit solidarity among
women-—a solidarity fostered both by the conditions that sepa-
rated the average nineteenth-century white woman from the
male world, and by the organized feminist response to those
conditions—which enabled Gilman to create and publish her
feminist utopia, Herland is a fictionalization of Gilman’s feminist
theories and criticisms of patriarchal capitalism, just as her no-
vella The Vellow Wallpaper dramatized the connection between
“madness” and the white gentlewoman’s imprisonment in gen-
teel marriage.

After the turn of the century, when the medical profession
operated as a control system for heterosexuality, loving intimacy
was appropriated by male liberals as a new heterosexual stan-
dard in order to save the institution of marriage. Leshian rela-
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tions had by the twentieth century become possible alternatives
to heterosexual relations, and the entrance of women not only
into the industrial work force, but increasingly into higher edu-
cation, the professions, and political life, caused a male reaction
which made love relations between women appear perverted,
criminal, and insane. Even liberal critics of Victorian society,
such as the predominantly gay male Bloomsburyians in En-
gland, could espouse homosexual rights and socialism but could
not believe women should be “independent of men” and found
Sapphism “disgusting.” They sent Virginia Woolf to doctors
practicing “conversion of the Sodomites,” “racial purity,” anti-
female eugenics, and rest cures’ such as those Gilman depicted
in The Yellow Wallpaper.

It was these forces to which Virginia Stephen Woolf, who
had been incarcerated: by them, referred in her 1936 feminist
treatise Three Guineas,'® where she advocates the Outsiders Soci-
ety. Because her criticism of male civilization was taken as symp-
tomatic of madness—and her lesbianism was viewed as neurosis
which developed in women who pursued the unfeminine work
of a professional writer—Virginia Woolf veiled the lesbian basis
of her vision. The Outsiders Society was a strategic and perhaps
utopian proposal. Women constitute an already existing group
whose energy, labor, and lives are appropriated by men for their
own aggrandizement in a system she saw requiring imperialism
and war. During the rise of Hitler, Woolf called upon women to
utilize their exclusion to withdraw services and support from the
patriarchy. Without explicitly mentioning lesbianism, she tells
the reader there are some things even she is afraid to write about
because of sanctions occasioned by male fear, insecurity, and
power over women.

Very little lesbian utopian vision-making survived in print
until, with the advent of the women’s liberation movement, jour-
nalist Jill Johnston called for “lesbian nation.”"! In 1973, Judy
Grahn extended the sexual connotations of “wanting” a lover to
the revolutionary—or utopian—dimension of wanting a city safe
and healthy for women; “I wanted her as a very few people have
wanted me—I wanted her and me to own and control and run
the city we lived in. . ..”"?

In France, Monique Wittig envisioned a global confronta-
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tion of men by women, supported by a woran's cultare,
powered by cultural and material force, and encompissing
women of all races, ages, and backgrounds. The diversity of the
women in Les Guériliires'” contributes to their sirength rather
than dividing them, and they battle, sing, and celebrate their
way to worldwide feminist victory. A few longhaired men. who
are willing 1o accept a feminist society of primitive communism,
are allowed to live. Highly romantic, stylistically disrupted trom
linear. causal or dramatic/marrative structure, the novel envi-
sions a female culture as a strength for batte and simultaneously
denounces it as a fragmented vision inadequate to the new
world, The counter-weight to glorification of battle and killing
of males is located in a persistently witchlike women’s culture,

Here lies a central contribution of the work and one which
has had broad appeal in the feminist movement as it evilved
from the left, susceptible to believing “Paradise exists in the
shadow of the sword” (p. i}, Wittig connects revolurion and
change not only with guns, but also with language and with the
cultural bases for empowering women.

Ihe women sayv they have learned o vely an their own strength.
They say they are aware of the force of their unity, They say, lel
those who call for a new language first learn violence, They say, et
thase who want to change the world first seize all the rifles. They
sav that they are starting from zero, They say that a new world is
beginning (. 85),

Wittig also assumes the necessity for transforming culture
and putting women at the center by using the force of language
and culture to crack (male) history. What appear as gaps in male
history are WOIMEN'S eXPEerieices, and from this, called our weak-
ness, we can build our strength. That message was crucial, par-
ticularly for women trapped intimately within white patriarchy.

They say. we must disregard all the stoties relating to those of
them who have been hetrayed beaten seized seduced carried of
vinlated and exchanged as vile and precious merchandise. They
say, we must disregard the statements we have been compelled 1o
deliver contrary to our opinion and in conformity with the codes
antl conventions of the cultures that have domesticated us, ...
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They say that there is no reality before it has been given shape by
words rules regulations. They say that in what concerns them
everything has to be remade starting from basic principles. They
say that in the first place the vocabulary of every language is to be
examined, modified, turned upside down, that every word must
be screened (p. 134).

For white women whose culture was that of white male
imperialism, the act of separating from male myth, language,
tradition, mores, by using the intimate forms of self-expression
available to them, especially to the more “educated,” has been
imperative for liberation of any sort. To express ourselves in
forms that deny us is self-destructive.

What are the sources for a definition and naming of what it
is we do want? Where do we turn to find ways to talk about the
wisdom, love, peace, equality, and freedom we want to make
manifest in the world? This is not only a linguistic and philo-
sophical, but also a cultural, and spiritual, question. As Audre
Lorde said in 1977:

The woman’s place of power within each of us is neither white nor
surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep. . ..

For women, then, poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity
of our existence. It forms the quality of the light within which we
predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival and change, first
made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible action.
Poetry is the way we help give names to the nameless so it can be
thought.'®

The writers discussed here understand the importance of cul-
ture to the creation of radical consciousness; each seeks to em-
power women to act in her own interests, a process which cannot
be postponed “until after a revolution” but which takes place
every minute in creating a sense of alternatives to oppression,
impotence and silence. But as we recover from powerlessness by
turning our “weakness” through anger into our strength, have
we kept the categories of victimization? Because biological dif-
ference has been used as a vehicle for power differentials, it is
easy to assume that the powers of one group and those of the
other are inherently different.'® While there seem to be advan-
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tages under conditions of struggle in being able easily to define
“the adversary,” the danger of using biological difference as a
liberatory strategy is that the struggle for liberation also becomes
biologically bound—and murderous.

Sally Gearhart in The Wanderground'” begins with a vision of
woman and nature as the victims of men, and natural allies in
the last great struggle to save life on earth. The ritual connection
of woman and earth as daughter-mother lovers is a powerful
leshian mythos, The rape of earth and the revolt of the mother
provide the context for female solidarity and a definition of
female energy as life-giving and male energy as violent; bur
Gearhart does not simply accept this dualism. Although she in-
troduces virgin birth, retains her mistrust of “maleness,” and
does not envision the possibility of humane heterosexual society,
Cearhart not only dees not write men off, she even allows them
ta challenge the moral superiority and righteousness of women-
as-victim. Claiming they are a special breed, different from
other men, “the gentles” have learned to become autonomous
and no longer feel they need the women; they are developing
their own ype of non-violent psychic powers. Evona distrusts
them:

“Non violent? Never. You know what will happen. You'll use vour
new power all right. You'll use it, perfect it, manufacture it prack-
age it sell i, and tell the world thart ic's clean and new because i
comes from a different breed of men. But its just another faney
prick to invade the world with. And you'll use it because you can't
really communicate; you can't really love! | |

Andros did nat Hinch, Bur her words had reached him. He
spoke quietly, "You still want it all, don’t you? Just like every-
woman since the dawn of tme. You demand your holy isolation
from men so you can develop your unique female powers, but vou
are threatened 1w the core by the suggestion that we might have
equally unique powers—don't even whisper that they might be
equally valuable” {pp. 170-80).

The underlying drama of the work is here revealed as the
threat of the (male) “gentles” to female superiority. The radical
feminist stance and the utopian vision of women’s empower-
ment have been created on the moral notion that the victims of
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male oppression were better than the victimizers, When an ide-
ology assumes that social behavior is inhervent, it s locked mtoan
assumption that the oppressor cannot change. This is generally
reinforced when he will not. Bur what if some do? Gearhart has
been correct in utilizing the assumption, hidden so well in patri-
archal culture, that men are dependent upon women for sur-
vival. And women know this, too, fearing they would indeed be
murderers it they stopped holding up men. This self-protective
tie is different from standing beside them, For it women really
believed men did not need them to survive, women would not
feel guilty for freeing men to support themselves, This truth has
been so buried that to reveal and use it is a service.

Gearhart is careful, however, to describe the “gentles’ ™ evo-
lution as the product of practice, discipline, and paintul growth
to mutual dependency, not—like the women’s—a “gift of na-
ture.” The maintenance of this disunction allows her to retain
the possibility of biological superiority for females, a kind ol
moral ranking system for humans (women on the top, gay men
next, and then men), while fudging questions about distinctions
among women. Apparently, lesbians aren't biologically differ-
ent, although the novel displays, while denying, a high level of
disgust for city women—the distinction of geography replacing
that of sexuality for women. Thus, there is no intermediary,
organizable group of women, no space that is not either hill
country or city space, either the women’s community or female
slavery. Women must either submit, or pass as men, in the city,
or they can be part of building the new, all-female, utopan
society. Utopian writing serves the function of highlighting pre-
sent tendencies by solidifying and distancing them in a dramatic
context that reveals their characteristics and contradictions: yet,
by changing their context, it makes them inaccessible, remote,
and apparently immutable.

Amid dehate about whether women have ever lived tree of
male supremicy, in fiction as in anthropology, some women
have looked to the pre- p.ltrurn:_hal past for evidence of the possi-
bility of freedom for women,'” In Retreat: As It Was!™ Donna
Young created a fantasy past, a vision of an advanced yet healthy
civilization on the eve of its destruction by invading torces caus-
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ing the genetic mutation that ereated males, The pacific women
decided 10 reverse their millennial stance of nonvielence; they
retool for war, and the novel ends with the town in ruins, a few
survivors setting forth with the new male child o begin again,
presumably o build the patriarchal society we have inherited.

The patriarchal city in several novels so radically disem-
powers women as to render them victims outside the realm of
teminist action. In Charnas' Matherlimes,”™ where procreation fur
an all-female society s achieved through intercourse with
women's “more natural” allies. horses, the focus is entirely on
divisions among women. The interest in the novel lies in the
tension between the femimnes, who have escaped from their servi-
tude under patriarchal rule, and the Amazonian race of horse-
women, descendants of women wha haed progriommed their own
survival in the laboratories of the patriarchy before escaping to
the land. The novel closes before we discover if the battle be-
tween the newly organized femmes and the men freed those
enslaved in the city—or destroyed all the women.

Rochelle Singer's Demeter Flower® takes us into a hetional
future after the holocaust when patriarchal fiefdoms have been
established, except for an enclave of women who live secretly in
northern Calitornia hills. The women fight among themselves,
the vounger women determined to leave and start another
women's community elsewhere. Will their venture bring detec-
tion and pursuit? Will the divisions weaken the groups? Divi-
sions also rock the community when a male invades and strategy
must be determined: should they keep this enemy among them,
kill him, or evict him and rsk betraying their existence and
location? There s no answer; the novel focuses more on the
dangers to the women's unity than on working out an alternative
soctal order, or addressing the plight of patriarchal city women.

By 1980, fears concerning divisions among women and the
need for security against men, maleness, and capitalist patriar-
chy appear primal, obvious consequences of ientifving women
as a class and men as adversaries victimizing them. But vacism,
perhaps the most serious immediate division among women, has
not been adequately addressed. Wanderground begins. But hav-
mg two frightened women of color rescued by a group of (all-
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white?) nonchalantly powerful women does not change the con-
ditions they faced in the group to begin with. Rather, it is a white
fantasy about earning unity. It is just these intermediate steps.
dealing with the differences among us, that we need 1o envision
and address. As the Combahee River Collective statad in 1977,
“If black women were free”™—and today they might include
other women of color—"it would mean that everyone else would
have to be free, since our [reedom would necessitate the destruc-
uon of all svstems of oppression.”™ White feminists must ask
themselves what prevents women from acting on this knowl-
edge, for that constitutes participation in oppression and de-
structive divisions among women. And women ol color will con-
tinue on their own,

Loday, the most dynamic and strategically empowering vi-
sion comes from women, primarily leshbians of color. Gloria
Anzaldia creates a powerlul synthesis between the healing spir-
ituality of her grandmother and the materialist analysis of the
lett, establishing a vital basis for unity, *1 build my own universe,
El Mundo Zurdo,” she writes in This Bridge Celled My Buack; Wnt-
ings by Radical Women of Color™—a brilliant and moving feminist
work, calling for an international feminism based on the recog-
muon of the right of the colonized, including third world
women in the United States. to form independent movements:

But ultimiately, we must struggle together. Together we form s vi-
sion which spans trom the self-love of our colored skins, o the
respect of our foremothers who kept the embers of revalution
burning, to our reverence for the trecs—the final reminder ol onr
rightful place on this planet

The change evoked on these pages i material as well a5 psy-
chic. Change requires i lot of heat, It requires both the alchemist
and the welder, the magician and the labover, the wirch and the
warrior, the myth-smasher and the myth-maker.

Hand in hand, we brew and forge a revolurion,®
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