
“You may as well forget it, Achilles. There is no fucking in Hades. Hades is
Women’s Country.”

These two lines, spoken by Iphigenia in the Women’s Country play Iphige-
nia at Ilium, embody the central theme of Sheri S. Tepper’s The Gate to
Women’s Country. The play is performed annually as a reminder of what
women have had to endure since before the beginning of human history: vio-
lence and oppression by men, allowed and even encouraged by the social con-
struction of patriarchy, which anthropologist Steven Goldberg defines as “any
system of organization [ … ] that associates authority and leadership prima-
rily with males and in which males fill the vast majority of authority and lead-
ership positions” (30). Each of the three major societies in The Gate to
Women’s Country (henceforth Gate), the women, the warriors, and the Holy-
landers, has a distinct relationship to patriarchy and its exercise. The women,
attempting to build a utopian, egalitarian society, practice eugenics to root
patriarchy out of their society; the warriors live under a code of male domi-
nation that seeks to overthrow Women’s Country; and the Holylanders
embody a religiously-based form of patriarchy, depicting the worst possible
conditions for a woman to live under. Patriarchy does not simply appear in a
culture full-formed; it has warning signs. Tepper has provided several of these
signs within the three societies in the novel and provided possibilities for
fighting or eradicating patriarchy by being aware of these signs and contest-
ing them.

Gate is equal parts a feminist utopia and a “battle of the sexes” novel.
From the point of view of the women, it is a feminist utopia. The Women’s
Country sections of the novel match critic Joanna Russ’s definition of feminist
utopias; they are:
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explicit about economics and politics, fairly sexually permissive, demystifying
about biology, emphatic about the necessity for female bonding, concerned
with children [ … ], non-urban, classless, communal, relatively peaceful
while allowing room for female rage and female self-defense, and serious
about the emotional and physical consequences of violence. (58)

Critic Lorna Jowett also notes that in such novels, the “central concerns of
the female state” are “reproduction and the raising of children, technology,
the environment, education, religion, government, and war” (170). In Gate,
the women’s fight against patriarchy began after a devastating nuclear war,
when the few people left alive were forced to attempt to rebuild a society. A
woman calling herself Martha Evesdaughter decided that the cause of the
wars, of all the death and destruction, was male aggression, “men’s willing-
ness—even eagerness—to fight” (Tepper 301). She decided that the only way
to ensure that nothing like the nuclear apocalypse happened again was to
breed such aggression out of males. This was the beginning of Women’s Coun-
try. As their first act of war against patriarchy, the women broke up patri-
archy’s basic unit of organization: the patriarchal family (Lerner 212).
Building a city with high walls, the women placed the men outside in gar-
risons, apparently to protect the women, another trend in feminist utopia; the
societies frequently practice separatism. Russ’s reasoning for separatism is that
“if men are kept out of these societies, it is because men are dangerous” (140).
The warriors are most certainly dangerous, their aggression barely restrained
and channeled through wars and war games.

At first, a few women had disguise themselves as men in order to play the
part of warriors, and when they returned to the city, this experience helped
them to put down two attempts by the men to overrun the city. Focusing their
recovered technology on breeding, the women began to not only renew the
animal populations but to manipulate the human population. They planned to
remove the human tendency toward violence to prevent any future wars.
Believing that the male of the species are the worst instigators of violence, the
women focused their efforts on removing male aggression and their tendency
to desire dominance over others.1 Russ points out that “[c]areful inspection of
manless societies usually reveals the intention (or wish) to allow men in … if
only they can be trusted to behave” (141). The women have every intention
of living peaceably with men in the future, and they are ensuring that the men
will behave.

From the male point of view, however, the novel is closer to the older sci-
ence-fiction form of “battle of the sexes” stories. These involve the overthrow
of a feminine (not feminist) society by invading males who save the women
from themselves (Russ 143–4). By sheer physical domination, the men retake
the society and reduce the women to their traditional roles. The warriors of
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Women’s Country intend to do exactly this. However, while women in these
stories often plot to rid their society of men entirely, men “are not willing to do
away with women—that is, do without women. But they certainly do not want
angry, defeated women who might secretly plan how to start the conflict all
over again” (Russ 43–4). The warriors do not want this either but do not know
how to ensure the women’s pliability. That is where the Holylanders come in;
they physically dominate their women, serving as an example to the warriors,
to whom violence against women has not seemed to be an option. The Holy-
landers remind the warriors that they are larger and more aggressive than the
women and can attain power over them by sheer violence. They threaten
Women’s Country with the return of the patriarchy the women have worked
so hard to eradicate.

Male aggression and domination are the heart of patriarchy. Men have had
power over women and weaker men for the vast majority of human history,
though the reason for this dominance continues to be under debate. As shown
in the works of feminist anthropologist Gerda Lerner and cultural anthropol-
ogist Steven Goldberg, some argue that patriarchy is the “natural” way of
things, whether due to biological imperatives or the will of God (Lerner 16;
Goldberg 103). According to Lerner, whenever counter-arguments are raised
to the “universal and natural” theory of male dominance, the traditionalists
change their reasoning. When religious arguments were seen as no longer
viable, Darwinism was raised as the reason instead, keeping women from
higher educational and vocational pursuits because menopause, pregnancy,
and menstruation “were regarded as debilitating, as diseased or abnormal
states which incapacitated women and rendered them actually inferior”
(Lerner 18–19). Even psychologists got into the act; Freud, for example,
claimed that women were inferior beings due to their lack of male genitalia,
constantly struggling psychologically to make up for this lack. E. O. Wilson’s
sociobiological theories claimed that the need to bear and nurture children
was encoded in women’s genes, and only childbearing can make a woman psy-
chologically actualized (Lerner 19). In The Inevitability of Patriarchy, Goldberg
argues that patriarchy is a universal societal system that cannot be done away
with, simply because men are more aggressive than women and will be domi-
nant (105).2

The women of Women’s Country refuse to live in a “state of nature,” in
which “natural” male aggressiveness has already destroyed a good part of the
world. Rather, they remake nature through their eugenics program to remove
the aggression that scholars like Lerner argue is “threatening human survival”
(21).3 Instead of refuting the ideas of sociobiology, Tepper changes them,
responding to the argument that male domination is “natural” by changing
nature. As soon as the women recovered the necessary technology, they began
to use a eugenics program,4 the result of which is the servitors. Every baby born
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in Women’s Country is the child of a servitor, a man who has chosen to return
to the city to live peaceably with, and in a subservient role to, the women. The
warriors are no longer fathers, though the women make them think they are.
The servitors, lacking the male aggression that defines the warriors, have not
been weakened by the genetics program. Rather, they are “highly competent,
calm, judicious men, and they are highly respected, particularly by the most
competent women” (Tepper 288). Neither does the removal of male aggression
leave the society defenseless; the women and servitors are still perfectly capa-
ble of defending themselves. This ability is shown twice, once when Morgot
and Joshua fend off a group of bandits intent on rape, murder, and robbery and
again when Morgot and Joshua defend Women’s Country from a planned
rebellion by killing the leaders of the garrison. When Stavia discovers the
secret of the eugenics program, she says, “[E]ventually, all our sons will come
home, is that it? No more penis worshippers? No more trumpets and drums
and games? What will we do then, Morgot?” To which her mother replies, “We
won’t have any more wars [ …. ] Theoretically. No more wars at all” (Tepper
295). The women plan for a peaceful, equal society in which men do not dom-
inate women, there is no war, there is no domestic violence and little or no
conflict between men and women at all. To the women’s mind, the ends—a
peaceful society—justify the means.

Although the warriors are not entirely aware of the women’s goal, they
know that the women are hiding something and resent it. Their sense of the
women’s secrecy leads them to believe that the women are untrustworthy in
general; Chernon, in his speculation on the nature of honor, thinks that
“even though everybody knew that women cheated about other things, it was
generally agreed that they were honest and sensible about warriors’ sons
because it was in their own best interest to do so” (Tepper 143). He believes
that the women are not to be trusted, though his reasons for believing this are
based on women’s natural change of mind or legitimate business with things
that don’t involve the men’s wants or desires (Tepper 144). The warriors
desire to control the women and their secrets. Perhaps it is because garrison-
living was forced on them at the beginning of Women’s Country, but the men
are not happy with living outside the walls. They want to live just as they do,
with the women providing their every need and bearing their sons, but they
want it on their terms; they want to be in charge. They believe that the
women will go on doing the heavy labor just as they always have and the men
will rule over them. The first discussion of this in the book deals with that
exact subject:

“Well, say we did take over. Do you want to get out there and grub in the
dirt?”

“Don’t be stupid. I wouldn’t have to. The women do that.”
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[ .… ] “You think they’d go on doing that if we ‘take over the city’? We
‘take over the city’ we might have to take over what goes with it. We might
find we had to work like women. No amusements except during carnival? You
want that? Short rations when the harvest isn’t good? The city takes the cut,
you know; we don’t.”

“In the first place, if we were running things, we’d take our amusements
when we liked. And we’d set the rations to suit ourselves, too. [ … ] I think
there are ways the women could be encouraged to do what they do now even
if we did take over.” (Tepper 67)

Critic Wendy Pearson claims that the warriors’ desire to dominate is outside
their own best interests; “their desire to subjugate and rule the women seems
impractical” considering that everything they need—food, shelter, and sex—
is provided to them. Their insistence on ruling Women’s Country, then, can be
due only to “a bestial desire to rape and brutalize” (Pearson 208). However,
because their society has never included abuse or domination of women, they
are not quite sure what they want or how to go about getting it, at least until
Chernon brings back news of the Holylanders.

The Holylanders practice male domination of women, which the frus-
trated warriors can only imagine. The women are beaten regularly, though the
men call it “chastisement” and justify it the way most religions justify cruelty
to women: “because she’s the spout and wellspring of error and sin” (Tepper
210).5 When Stavia is being prepared for her “marriage” to Chernon, her head
is shaved, and she is beaten with willow whips. The ritual is performed by other
women, some of whom enjoy the ritual a little too much, possibly out of mis-
placed rage; denied the right to rage against those who are oppressing them,
they make sure that all the other women are repressed as equally as possible.6
Susannah explains to Stavia why they do it:

“[Y]ou should know ahead of time. That’s what your husband will do to
you if you fail in duty to him. You should know how it feels, so’s not to pro-
voke him.”

“And my head,” grated Stavia. “What’s the reason for that?”
“So’s you don’t look like anything to stir up lust. Man’s got to do his duty,

but he’s got to do it as duty, not because he likes it.”
“Besides,” Stavia said [ … ] “It violates the woman, doesn’t it? It diminishes

her. It makes her feel shame. Which is what they really want.” (Tepper 261)

“Chastisement” is what finally drives Susannah to kill herself. While caring for
Stavia, made delirious from the beating and a head injury, she says Stavia looks
“like any wife. Beat and shaved and left hungry” (Tepper 269). Mere hours
later, she is found hung in her house, with a note claiming she is tired of being
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beaten, that she would rather be dead than have Elder Brome “do his duty on
her again” (Tepper 276).

Other dominative practices the Holylanders engage in include female
infanticide and polygamy. The head of the Brome family, Resolution, expresses
aggravation with his father and grandfather for their practice of female infan-
ticide: “There’d been a drought then, which was all the excuse anyone needed,
but where did they think their sons were going to get wives twelve and fifteen
years later if they put all the infant girls out on the side of the mountain for
the coyotes?” (Tepper 203). Resolution Brome is, of course, not entirely inno-
cent of infanticide himself: “he’d laid out a few infant girls himself [ … ] but
he’d had good reason. Susannah hadn’t seemed to be able to produce anything
but girls there for awhile” (Tepper 203–4).7 The Holylanders practice female
infanticide out of a disdain for girl children and material need, which seems to
be the history behind most similar practices in the past (Ahmed 29). Killing
off the baby girls, however, places the younger men in a bad position. The
Elders insist on keeping all the women for themselves and marry the girls off
as young as twelve. The lack of available women, combined with the greed of
the Elders, has fomented discord among the bachelors—many of whom are in
their thirties and forties and still unmarried. Retribution Brome fusses about
this lack to his brothers:

“Meantime, there’s only one of us Brome sons married off, and eight of us
here in the bachelor house, and five more with their mamas. That’s a total of
thirteen boys left unmarried and only five girls left to trade off. Now you can
bet the Jepson manor is just about the same, and so is the Gavin manor, and
the rest of ’em on up the valley. Every family has three or four girls and a
dozen or more sons.” (Tepper 206)

Polygamy is a staple of patriarchal societies. Women are commodities, traded
as slaves and concubines. The ownership of them became a status symbol and
may have formed the first instance of private property (Lerner 212–13). The
commodification of women was codified in law in many societies, including
early Mesopotamia, where the Code Hammaburi gave men complete power
over women and children, required the veiling of women, and denied women
the right to own property or instigate a divorce (Ahmed 15-19).8 Modern
examples still exist in Islam and, to a point, Mormonism.9 Child marriage, on
the other hand, appears to have no purpose other than as a method of domi-
nance. Patriarchy’s commodification of women is based, for the most part, on
the ownership of a woman’s reproductive ability, not the woman herself
(Lerner 214).10 A girl of twelve or thirteen is unlikely to conceive or carry the
child to term if she does. It is all based on dominance and ownership, especially
of a woman’s reproduction. As Stavia notes, “Whoever impregnates me, owns
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me, is that it?” (Tepper 260). As property, women are valuable, and the men
want to own as many as possible; as people, the women are worth nothing.
This commodification is most apparent in a discussion between Firstborn
Brome, forty years old and newly married to a fourteen-year-old girl, and his
mother, Rejoice. Firstborn complains that his wife cries in pain while he’s
“doing his duty”:

“I tell you what, son. You tell Humility to boil a fat chicken [ … . ] You
have her skim off the fat and put it in a pot someplace to cool. When you got
to do your duty, you smear that fat all around the duty place, you know, and
likely she won’t get hurt so bad.”

He thought for a moment. “Like a wagon axle, huh?”
Rejoice nodded, unable to trust the voice inside her which was scream-

ing, “Yes, you stupid, cruel ramsheep of a man. Like a wagon axle, only you’d
care more about the wagon.” (Tepper 209)

Firstborn cares about Humility’s pain only because her crying “puts [him] off
doin’ what [he’s] got to do” and because a piece of his property might be defec-
tive, not because she is a human being, too young for the treatment he’s put-
ting her through (Tepper 209).

Stavia’s stay with the Holylanders makes her understand exactly why the
women practice eugenics: “Back there, with the Holylanders, I kept thinking,
that was how it used to be, wasn’t it? Before the convulsions. Before Women’s
Country, that’s how it used to be for women. To be shorn like sheep, and bred
whether they wanted to or not, and beaten if they didn’t” (Tepper 291–2). The
women aren’t just trying to do away with wars, but with all of man’s inherent
aggression and brutality, so that no women will ever be treated as the Holylan-
ders treat their women again.

While male domination and aggression are the root of patriarchy, there are
several other symptoms of patriarchy which appear in Gate. One is the devel-
opment of the warrior state. Although the women created the garrisons and
placed the warriors in them, the warriors have developed their own culture
surrounding their duty as warriors. Traditionally, the “gender-defined role of
warrior” led to the acquisition of power by men over women and men of other
tribes (Lerner 214). The new organization of society in Gate, however, does
not allow the warrior class to instigate patriarchy. Instead, they have created a
society superficially like the Greek warriors’. Like the Spartans, they interact
with the women very little, except during Festivals (Hooker). Like the Spar-
tans, their sons are sent to them for training at an early age (five years old for
the Women’s Country boys, seven for the Spartans). And like the Spartans,
the men are supposed to spend all of their time in training; “Every minute not
spent in drill or housekeeping is supposed to be spent on sports” (Tepper 182).
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However, the commanders, at least, find enough free time to plot their over-
throw of Women’s Country.

Although the men consider themselves warriors in the Greek tradition,
their desire to dominate causes them to fall short of such an ideal. In their
attempts to follow the Hellenistic ideals of the warrior hero, the men worship
Odysseus as the epitome of masculinity and Telemachus as “the ancient one,
the ideal son, who defended the honor of his father” (Tepper 16). On the
parade ground of the garrison stands a statue of Odysseus and Telemachus,
which the men pay tribute to upon receiving their sons from the women. But
warriors and heroes in Greek society and mythology, such as Odysseus and
Telemachus, had a mentality of dignity, self-denial, and self-sacrifice. While he
is defending the people, the warrior can never really be one of them; warriors
leave society in order to protect it, become part of an “anticommunity,” and
“learn to value their honor above their own lives or the lives of others” (Red-
field 104). The warriors of Women’s Country have attempted to embrace this
Homeric ideal. They live outside the gates, dedicate their lives to preparing for
war should war come, but they resent it. They fail to realize that their desire
to “take over” directly opposes the Hellenistic heroic ideal in which the war-
rior’s place is to protect society, not endanger it. Rather, the desire to rule
Women’s Country falls in line with the patriarchal ideals of control and dom-
ination of women.

The warrior state includes an obsession with honor and duty, an obsession
the Holylanders share, though for different reasons. The warriors focus on
“honor” and “duty” in attempts to imitate Odysseus. However, like so many
other things, “honor” is merely a tool for domination and control. The defini-
tion of “honor” is vague; Chernon can only list actions which are honorable or
dishonorable, not put words to the concept of honor. His definition of honor,
as his Commander has explained it to him, consists of: “It was honorable to
protect women because warriors needed them to breed sons and—so dogma
had it—they were incapable of protecting themselves [ …. ] [I]t was dishon-
orable to return through the Gate to Women’s Country [ …. ] It was dishon-
orable to make a Gypsy of a young girl as it unfitted her for breeding” (Tepper
142). Chernon refuses to lie to a fellow warrior who wanted him to say vicious,
nasty things to his mother. Morgot and Sylvia, his mother, both tell him that
he should not repeat the other warrior’s words but tell the other warrior he
has. Chernon insists that “that was dishonorable. [ … ] Warriors don’t lie to
each other. [ … ] That’s what we do in the garrison. We obey orders and don’t
ask whether the officer is crazy or not” (Tepper 75). One of the older warriors
is “very set on his honor,” so much so that even after being wounded in battle,
he refuses a dose of hemlock despite the certainty of death, living with pain so
bad he makes himself hoarse from screaming for fifty days (Tepper 141). And
Stavia’s own son accuses her of impugning his honor by suggesting that he
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would be welcome to return to Women’s Country (Tepper 4). The women
have a different definition of a warrior’s “honor”: “Honor is only a label for
what they want you to do,” Sylvia reminds Chernon, and she is not far wrong
(Tepper 149). Among the garrison leaders, honor is worth nothing except as a
tool to keep the men in line. They coldly contemplate murder, rape, and over-
throw of the city they are sworn to protect and tell the younger men that the
women are the cause of the loss of a warrior’s honor. Morgot reminds the Gen-
eral of the true definition of honor when she confronts him with his plans:

“Oh, Michael,” she said. “Dishonor is always our concern.”
“Dishonor,” he grated. “What would you know about that! What would

any woman know about that!”
“Much. You are sworn to protect us, Michael. Why are you conspiring

against us now?” (Tepper 301)

For their treachery, Morgot and Joshua kill Michael and his deputies, using
their bodies to start a war between their own garrison and another town’s gar-
rison to make sure their treacherous ideas are completely wiped out.11

While the warriors’ sense of duty relates to their defense of the city and
their brotherhood, when the Holylanders speak of duty, they mean sexuality.
As in the warriors’ society, “duty” to the Holylanders means whatever the man
speaking of it wishes it to mean. The ideology of the Holyland casts sex as a
dirty thing that one must do for procreation, but the men obviously have other
ideas. Remembering her “initiation” at fourteen, Susannah thinks, “no one
could convince her that all that puffing and grunting had been divine duty.
She’d never seen a man doing his duty so outlandish pleased with himself and
so eager to do it all over again” (Tepper 200). Despite the fact that the men
aren’t supposed to like “doing their duty,” they spend quite a bit of time spying
on girls while they are bathing or going out for water and quite a bit of time
discussing the physical shortcomings of the few young, single girls. Just as with
the warriors, the Holylanders’ “duty” is a word that keeps people in line, not a
true concept that betters the society.

Another symptom of patriarchy shown in the warriors is phallic worship.
Further down the parade ground from the statue of Odysseus and Telemachus
is a giant phallus, which Chernon refers to as “an erection suitable for a parade
ground.” When Stavia asks him to clarify, he replies, “Blooded warriors take
their oaths of honor on it. It’s a symbol of shared manhood” (Tepper 79). Phal-
lic worship is hardly new and tends to appear as patriarchy begins to overtake
a culture. In early cultures, reproductive organs or symbols for them were wor-
shipped, standing for fertility and the forces of life-giving (Gamble 206). How-
ever, as woman became “the instrument of man’s pleasure,” the penis became
the primary religious symbol, turning the innocent portrayal of reproductive
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systems into “emblems of desire, or [ … ] instruments for the stimulation of
passion” (Gamble 207). Phallic imagery isn’t limited to “primitive” cultures,
either; many patriarchal religions have symbolism that is phallic in nature. The
Egyptian obelisk, the pillars of Hercules, the porch on Solomon’s temple, and
the spire on Christian churches are all subtle phallic symbols (Gamble 208–9).
Phallic imagery has been found on idols in cultures spanning from
Mesopotamia to Indonesia, Denmark to the Cook Islands (Sierksma 148, 159,
175). The warrior’s “reviewing stand” (as they call their phallic monument) is
hardly unique but shows their tendency to the extreme of things.

The practices and attitudes of the warriors and Holylanders are not with-
out consequences, however. While the Holylanders’ treatment of women is
abominable, Tepper does provide the reader—and Stavia—one small comfort:
their practices will destroy them. As Joshua, Corrig, and Septimus point out,
they are “inbred to the point they’ll only last a few more generations” (Tepper
277); their habit of killing girls has worked against their very survival. The
servitors do not intend to let it go on that long, however; during their rescue
of Stavia, they pose as angels and demons, confusing everyone to the point
that they may well kill each other over their ideological differences. The
younger men’s resentment of the Elders for their greed and shortsightedness
adds fuel to the fire, and although we never see their self-destruction, Tepper
does mention “the ultimate Armageddon,” implying that this Armageddon
will occur because of the dissent between the men (Tepper 276).

Women’s Country does not remain untouched by the Holyland; Chernon
finds his way back and returns “full of information about how women can be
enslaved. How their heads can be shaved and they can be beaten” (Tepper
298). The final brick in the warriors’ plan to take over the city is provided with
this information; up until Chernon’s return, they had no way of being sure that
the women would continue to do the work the men didn’t want to do. This
information provides the catalyst for Michael and the other leaders of the gar-
rison to attempt an overthrow, for Morgot and Joshua to kill them, and for the
final secrets of Women’s Country to be revealed to the reader.

The continuum of patriarchy Tepper has provided in The Gate to Women’s
Country shows how easy it is for patriarchy to become the ruling force in a cul-
ture. Because of men’s physical strength and natural aggression, they have the
means to oppress women and weaker men. Tepper’s novel provides warning
signs for the beginnings of patriarchy, shows the horrendous outcome of patri-
archy taken to the extreme, and examines the fall of patriarchy as a social sys-
tem. At the heart of the fall of both examples of patriarchy in the novel, the
Holyland and the ancient patriarchy that the women seek to prevent from
returning, are women who refuse to be ruled by a patriarchal society and
actively seek to remove inequality from their societies. The Council of
Women’s Country runs the eugenics program to remove aggression and vio-
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lence from their males, while Susannah of the Holyland sacrifices herself in
order to escape and draw attention to the plight of the women. 

Notes
1 Although their eugenics program will ultimately lead to utopia, the women on

the Council realize that, in the short term, it is horribly unfair to the warriors and the
women who are unaware of the program. For the tinkering is not limited to the men;
some women are sterilized, as well, though the deciding factors of these sterilizations
are never made clear. Peter Fitting sees this as a contradiction, claiming that it
“impl[ies] that most women cannot be trusted to make enlightened decisions or act in
their own best interest” (43). Based on Myra’s spiteful, Warrior-centric attitude and
Beneda’s good natured silliness, I believe that the Women’s Council knows that there
are women who can’t be trusted to make enlightened decisions, especially when in the
throes of infatuation and desperate to impress their Warrior friends. Therefore they are
selecting not only against aggression, but against the tendency for women to become
irrational around men. At the same time, the girls are taught that every young woman,
at some point, will become silly about a boy. When Stavia remarks on her sister Myra’s
silliness, Morgot replies that she didn’t have any sense at that age, either. Stavia says,
“I refuse to be that age,” to which Morgot replies, “I wish you luck” (Tepper 80–1).
Most likely, the women who don’t grow out of their silliness are the ones who are ster-
ilized. Morgot, for example, has had five children, while Myra is allowed only three.
When asked whether she feels guilty about the program, Morgot replies, “We call our-
selves the Damned Few. And if the Lady has a Heaven for the merciful, we are not
sure any of us will ever see it” (Tepper 291).

2 As part of Goldberg’s “proof” for this statement, he asks how male dominance
can be so universal if it isn’t “conformation to some element that is either suprasocial
or inherent in the very nature of society” (37). At the same time, however, he argues
that the repression of women is not the goal of male domination but an unfortunate
side effect as men aggressively fight for the most prestigious positions within society
(113).

3 The breeding selection is not the only method the women use to preserve their
way of life; they also cull the warriors by setting up wars. In order to make sure that
the men are never numerous enough to overpower the city through pure force, the
women plan wars with other cities to keep the numbers down in the garrison. They
disguise these plans as “trade agreements,” speaking in code of grain and vegetables,
but a careful reader will notice that Morgot says “we can manage if it’s reduced by one-
third, at least,” and shortly after, a war with a neighboring city wipes out one-third of
the garrison (Tepper 104, 130).

4 One result of the genetic tinkering is the removal of homosexuality as a possible
sexual orientation. Early on, Tepper claims that homosexuality has been “fixed” in
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Women’s Country; the “syndrome,” caused by “aberrant hormone levels during preg-
nancy” is corrected in the womb (Tepper 76). While in the context of the book, this
may be understood—the women are focused on breeding, and see homosexuality as a
“genetic dead end” (Jowett 171)—some critics view this as a failing on Tepper’s part.
Wendy Pearson in particular finds the erasure of homosexuality from the realm of pos-
sibilities offensive and wonders why “homosexuals have to be brought into being in the
text in order to be erased from it” (201). One possible answer is that Tepper realized
that her readers would wonder why the women (who have no sexual release except
during semiannual carnivals) do not turn to each other for sexual companionship,
and why there is little or no abuse of young boys within the garrison. Perhaps Tepper
felt that this type of relationship would complicate the dynamic of the society she
has built within the novel. Whatever her personal reason, the reasons of the women
are understandable; all of their science and knowledge is geared toward genetics and
creating a utopia in which men and women can live together without fear. Homo-
sexual relationships, then, would appear aberrant to them, since every person must
contribute to their efforts by breeding children. The removal of homosexuality is
another example of Tepper breaking from the formula of feminist utopias; most con-
tain homosexuality as an inevitability to “express [ … ] the joys of female bonding”
(Russ 143).

5 Tepper claims that when she’s “being tough on religion in the books, what
[she’s] being tough on is authoritarian, patriarchal religions which are run almost
entirely by groups of old men.” She says she is against groups of old men “get[ting]
together and decide[ing] what women and children shall do” (Morehouse 8). So
although the worst possible environment for a woman in Gate takes place in a reli-
gious society, Tepper is not criticizing religion itself, but a single form that patriarchy
can take.

6 Other than this, few of the women display a complete indoctrination into the
patriarchy. Sonia Johnson provides an example of indoctrination, claiming that “I was
a perfectly conditioned patriarchal woman. By that, I mean that I was well integrated into
a society that believes that women are made to please men” (29). Rather, the women
Tepper focuses on—Susannah and Rejoice—are internally rebellious, though they
cannot externalize their anger and rebellion. The women do not fawn over the men
or feel that they must do everything they can to please them; rather they resent the
men’s attitudes and actions and resist the patriarchy whenever possible. However, they
are kept so tired and depressed from abuse and constant pregnancy that they don’t
have the energy to wish for a better life; the best they can hope for is that the men will
turn their attentions to someone else.

7 Stavia notices the problem when she is brought into the Holyland, also noting
that polyandry, “which could have solved the situation,” is, of course, not practiced
(Tepper 254).

8 Leila Ahmed finds it interesting that although cultures in the area—such as Per-
sian, Hellenic, Christian, and Islamic—“contributed practices that both controlled
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and diminished women, and [ … ] borrowed the controlling and reductive practices
of [their] neighbors,” they did not borrow the ideas that “recognized women’s human-
ity as well as her biological capacity” (18). The continuum has always led toward more
patriarchal societies and more oppression of women, not away from it.

9 While polygamy has officially been banned from Mormonism due to social pres-
sures and laws, some fringe groups still practice it. Also, the Mormon Temple wedding
ceremony binds a woman to a man beyond death into the afterlife. This bond is not
easily dissolved, even if the couple legally divorces. And while a man may participate
in many Temple marriages, a woman must have the Temple bond dissolved before she
can marry another man in the Temple. This effectively, in the Mormons’ view, “stores
up” several wives for a man in the afterlife (Johnson 76).

10 Adrienne Rich has speculated that men’s obsession with “owning” female
sexuality stems from a fear that women won’t want them anymore, “that men could
be allowed sexual and emotional—therefore economic—access to women—only
on women’s terms, otherwise being left on the periphery of the matrix” (qtd. in
Haran 90).

11 In the Greek tradition, death is part of a warrior’s duty; the warrior knows that
he will die, most likely prematurely, but he can choose the manner of his death. This
premature death, if executed well, makes the warrior a god; “he does not survive, but
he is remembered,” becoming immortal even as he dies (Redfield 101). The Greek
warrior was elevated in the public’s eyes because he protected them. However, a war-
rior can only prove that he’s worth the accolades of the public by engaging in a war-
rior’s duties (Redfield 100). The warriors of Women’s Country do not treat death quite
this way. Perhaps it is because ideas pale in the face of reality, and the women have
made sure that the reality of war is brutal and immediate. Wars are fought with swords
and spears, at close range; “they must see their own blood and the blood of their fel-
lows, and they must care for their own dying and see their pain. [ … ] They chose bat-
tle. They have to live with the consequences of battle” (Tepper 128). Possibly due to
the failure of reality against the ideal, the men do not treat battle as their ultimate
duty. Rather, their sports take first place, so far that the commanders will place their
best players at the rear of the battle or keep them out of it altogether in order to spare
them (Tepper 98–9).
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Abstract
Sheri S. Tepper’s 1989 novel The Gate to Women’s Country spans genres as both a fem-
inist utopia and a battle-of-the-sexes story. Both contribute to an overall warning of
the signs of impending patriarchy in a culture and methods for resisting it. Tepper
refutes the idea that patriarchy is inevitable because of men’s violent tendencies by
creating a culture in which violence is being bred out of men. However, those men
outside Women’s Country still retain the inherent male violence and will to dominate,
and seek to retake Women’s Country for themselves. Tepper provides a continuum of
patriarchy, from the Holylanders’ violent oppression of women to the Women’s Coun-
try’s active elimination of the perceived cause of female suffering, in order to illustrate
how patriarchy can overtake a culture and how women can and must react in order to
draw attention to the plight of women in a patriarchal culture and to prevent patri-
archy from gaining control of their own cultures.
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