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Resumo 
 

 

 
 
 
O presente trabalho propõe-se analisar contrastivamente três obras das 
escritoras Katharine Burdekin e Naomi Mitchison que apresentam visões do 
futuro para as autoras, com o objectivo principal de mostrar como as duas 
escritoras lidaram com tópicos semelhantes, nomeadamente: polarização da 
sociedade, sexismo, preconceito sexual, diferentes formas de reprodução. 
Pretende-se, também, mostrar em que medida o contexto socioeconómico e 
político em que as autoras se encontravam inseridas, aquando da concepção 
das suas obras, influenciou a produção das mesmas.     
Finalmente, este trabalho propõe-se mostrar a relevância da obra de Burdekin 
e Mitchison para o campo de estudos sobre as mulheres, bem como para o 
estudo da Utopia como género literário.   
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Abstract 

 
The present work aims to analyse contrastively three works by Katharine 
Burdekin and Naomi Mitchison which present us with the authors’ visions of the 
future, with the main objective of showing how both writers have dealt with 
similar issues, namely: gender roles, the polarization of society, sexism, sexual 
prejudice, different forms of reproduction. It also tries to show how the socio-
economical and political context the authors were immersed in, at the moment 
the novels were being written, informed their writing.  
Lastly, this work intends to show the relevance of Burdekin and Mitchison’s 
work to the field of women studies, as well as to the study of Utopia as a literary 
genre.  
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Introduction  

 

The relevance of utopias and dystopias in the literary field is by now well 

established. On the one hand, the dreamy visions of a promising future without 

wars, without any kinds of discrimination, without hunger or poverty, when 

everyone may live in harmony with the surrounding environment date from quite 

long ago and will probably continue to capture the imagination of writers and 

readers all over the world, given the fact that humankind is never satisfied with 

what it has achieved, and that most of its more relevant goals have not yet been 

attained. On the other hand, bleak visions of a terrifying future, frequently post-

apocalyptical, in a planet depleted of its natural resources by human greed, 

continue to warn readers of the consequences of the actions of humankind on 

Earth, trying to encourage people to change.    

The study of utopian and dystopian writings can, therefore, be considered of 

relevance, since they may function as an encouragement to evolution and as a 

discouragement from the pursuing of actions which may prove to be irremediable, 

such as a nuclear war or the depletion of natural resources. It is not difficult to find 

novels which fall under one of the above-stated types; quite the opposite. The 

novels analysed in the present work have been chosen considering the following: 

firstly, the issues addressed in each one of them; secondly, the fact that they have 

been written by women. As for the choice of the novels themselves, since both 

Katharine Burdekin and Naomi Mitchison have written many more, once again 

the topics focused on have been of the uttermost relevance: from the matriarchal 

civilization of The End of This Day’s Business, in which an almost heaven on Earth 

seems to be in reach for women, even if for men the future is not that bright…; to 

Swastika Night, a crude description of a possible Nazi civilization established in 

half the globe, with recourse to strategies so close to the Final Solution 

implemented to exterminate the Jewish population during World War Two; to 

Solution Three, depicting a future world in which much is being done to finally 
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create the perfect classless society, conscious of its mistakes and of the need to 

correct them.  

The focus on two works by the same author – Katharine Burdekin - has not 

been innocent: first, they were both written in the 1930s, with just a couple of years 

of interval between the two; second, Swastika Night and The End of This Day’s 

Business function, in many respects, one as the opposite of the other. Although 

Naomi Mitchison also wrote and published fictional works in this same decade, 

such as, for example, The Corn King and the Spring Queen (1931), possibly her most 

famous novel, and We Have Been Warned (1935), her writings at the time were 

much more attentive to the past, as a means of understanding and criticizing the 

present. The choice fell on Solution Three because it looks into the future, as do the 

other two novels analysed in this work.  

The work itself will be divided into six chapters. Chapter I (Genre and 

Gender) will provide a brief overview of the evolution of the concepts of utopia 

and dystopia, especially in the twentieth century. It will also deal with some issues 

more specific to feminist utopianism. Chapter II (Political and Socio-Economical 

Context) will try to present the context in which the three novels were written, 

focusing specifically on the 1920s, 1930s, the post-war period and the 1970s. The 

following chapters will consist in the analysis of the novels themselves – Chapter 

III will be dedicated to The End of This Day’s Business; Chapter IV will deal with 

Swastika Night and Chapter V will focus on Solution Three. Finally, Chapter VI 

(Conclusion), which will try to tie any loose ends that may still remain.            
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I. Genre and Gender 

 

For centuries dystopias and utopias have played one of the following roles: 

either that of helping society to evolve, by showing people new scientific and 

technological inventions, which could contribute to make their lives easier and 

freer; or that of calling people‟s attention to certain political and ideological 

concepts, which could make society regress and people lose some of the rights 

they have so hard and for so long fought for.  

One might consider that the three novels this work aims to study fall under 

one of the types mentioned above. To start with, The End of this Day’s Business, a 

novel which was written in 1935 by Katharine Burdekin, but which was published 

for the first time in 1989, more than fifty years after its composition.  This novel is 

quite difficult to define. In fact, it is hard to state whether The End of this Day’s 

Business should be considered a utopia or a dystopia, for several reasons. On the 

one hand, it can be thought of as utopian, in the sense that it depicts a world 

without wars; a world ruled by women, where women and men live in peace; a 

world in which women have free access to knowledge and culture. On the other 

hand, it may be considered dystopian, as men are ostracized and subjected to a 

certain degree of degradation; only women are considered apt to rule and have 

access to intellectual jobs. These latter aspects make it, indeed, a good example of a 

sex-role reversal novel, something which will be dealt with in more detail further 

on in this work.   

There follows Swastika Night, a 1937 anti-Nazi dystopian novel, also written 

by Katharine Burdekin, under the pseudonym Murray Constantine, with the 

intention of shaking the most complacent fringes of society to the bone, by 

showing them what Nazi ideology could, when taken to the limit, do to society 

itself and to women in particular, not only in Germany but all over Europe. 

Gavriel D. Rosenfeld refers to this novel as “[t]he first British depiction of a Nazi 

wartime victory” and proceeds to state that it “possessed an unmistakable political 

message”, since Burdekin tried to pass on the idea that “Nazism needed to be 
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resisted” (Rosenfeld: 2005, 35-36) to prevent Hitler from imposing his will upon 

the entire world.  

Finally, Solution Three, a novel written in 1975 by the Scottish writer Naomi 

Mitchison, and also another difficult case, in terms of distinction between utopia 

and dystopia. One may feel inclined to consider it a utopia, on the basis that it 

describes a world in which the government has established the same rules for men 

and women, thus trying to avoid sexual discrimination; a world where diseases 

have almost totally disappeared; a world in which both men and women have 

access to knowledge and science. Nevertheless, it is difficult to include certain 

aspects of the novel in a utopian work, such as the fact that children are taken 

from their clone mothers at a very early stage, i.e., as soon as they start showing 

“the signs”; the fact that the professorials are discriminated against just because 

they prefer to maintain the natural way of reproducing themselves, instead of 

adhering to cloning; the fact that history is regularly subjected to a process of 

remaking and reorganization, as best suits the ruling order.  

The difficulties mentioned above lead this work to address the question on 

what terms a novel may be defined as a utopia or a dystopia. Although the object 

of this work is not specifically the history or concept of utopia, it is nevertheless 

relevant to address these issues, albeit without any intention of analysing them 

deeply. First of all, let us remember that “[t]he word utopia or outopia was derived 

from Greek and means „no (or not) place‟ (u or ou, no, not; topos, place)” (Claeys 

and Sargent: 1999, 1), and that this word was first used in 1516, with a positive 

meaning, by the English writer Thomas More (1478-1535). A utopia basically refers 

to something that does not exist, even if a certain location in time and place is 

established to provide it with a sense of reality. At this point, it might prove of 

interest to define some different categories. Thus, Claeys and Sargent refer to 

utopia - “a nonexistent society described in detail and normally located in time and 

space”; eutopia or positive utopia - “a utopia that the author intended a 

contemporaneous reader to view as considerably better than the society in which 

the reader lived”; dystopia or negative utopia – “a utopia that the author intended a 
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contemporaneous reader to view as considerably worse than the society in which 

the reader lived”; anti-utopia – “a utopia that the author intended a 

contemporaneous reader to view as a criticism of utopianism or of some particular 

eutopia”. (Claeys and Sargent: 1999, 12) In this specific work, the expressions 

utopia and dystopia will be used, meaning “positive utopia” and “negative utopia”, 

respectively. It might still be interesting to distinguish between both, in some 

detail, and for that purpose, and in relation to utopia, to recover Jack Hexter‟s 

words on Thomas More‟s Utopia (as transcribed by Krishan Kumar: 1987, 29):  

 

Utopia is the best of commonwealths, and Utopians are the best of men; but it 

is not because they are of a better stuff and nature than other men; it is because 

their laws, ordinances, rearing, and rules of living are such as to make effective 

man‟s natural capacity for good, while suppressing his natural propensity for 

evil. The sound social, political and economic regimen under which they live is 

the cause of the civic virtue of the Utopians, not the other way about; their 

institutions are not the creation but the creator of their god qualities.        

 

Kumar also refers to dystopia, although using the expression anti-utopia, stating 

that the latter “is formed by utopia, and feeds parasitically on it. It depends for its 

survival on the persistence of utopia”. For Kumar dystopia is a sort of negative of 

utopia, “draw[ing] material from [it] and reassembl[ing] it in a manner that denies 

the affirmation of utopia. It is the mirror image of utopia – but a distorted image, 

seen in a cracked mirror”. (Kumar: 1987, 100)  

Thus, if we want to refer to the concepts and ideas that have, from the very 

beginning, informed the writing of utopias, we cannot escape earthly Paradises, 

lands of plenty, better and fairer ways of living. On a later stage, egalitarian 

societies and progress brought by the advances in science also came to give their 

contribution to this literary genre. “The scientific utopia aimed to show how 

human life could become easier, healthier, happier. Technical inventions… were to 

be the signal means to this end”. (Kumar: 1987, 31) Dystopias, on the other hand, 

have from the start been much more deeply associated with negative ideas of 
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progress, the malefic developments in science and technology, “the progressive 

dehumanization and mechanization of man”. (Kumar: 1987, 108) In short, by 

painting black almost everything that utopia presents in bright colours, “[t]he 

modern dystopia crystallizes the anxieties that increasingly accompanied the 

onward march of progress”. (Claeys and Sargent: 1999, 3)  

In order to provide  a brief overview of what happened in the utopian genre 

in the most recent centuries, one can say that by the end of the eighteenth century 

the literary utopia had subsided a little, being replaced by “utopian social theory”, 

as “men became convinced that utopia could be realized in practice. The utopian 

dream could become social reality. The industrial revolution in Britain and the 

political revolution in France pointed the way”. (Krishan Kumar in Centeno: 1990, 

35) However, the wheel was bound to turn again and utopia would reappear, at 

the end of the nineteenth century, maybe because it did not seem as imminent 

then as it had before. Quoting Krishan Kumar, one could say that, in the twentieth 

century, “the utopian form did not disappear; but its content was radically 

transformed into the dystopia or anti-utopia. Moreover, the substance of the anti-

utopia (…) concerned socialism; but socialism as a nightmare, not as a vision of 

fulfilment”. (in Centeno: 1990, 36, my ellipsis) As examples of such a 

transformation, one can refer to Evgeny Zamyatin‟s We (1924), Aldous Huxley‟s 

Brave New World (1932), Katharine Burdekin‟s Swastika Night (1937) and George 

Orwell‟s Nineteen Eighty-Four (1949). Other issues addressed by utopias in the 

twentieth century were women‟s aspirations and the future role of women in 

society, which have been explored in works such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman‟s 

Herland (1915) and Katharine Burdekin‟s The End of this Day’s Business (1935). 

Referring more specifically to the end of the second millennium, one can, once 

again, quote Krishan Kumar, when he states:  

 

There has been much to shatter utopian optimism in this century: two world 

wars, Fascism, Stalinism, the threat of nuclear war, a world population 

explosion. The two great utopian experiments of modern times, the USA and 
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the USSR, have notoriously failed to live up to their utopian promise. The 

mass anti-communism movements in Eastern Europe at the end of the 1980s 

have put a further nail in the coffin of the socialist utopia. To add to all this, 

the scale and accelerating rate of environmental destruction have fuelled fears 

of a global catastrophe of a kind unprecedented in human history. (Centeno: 

1990, 36-37)         

 

Some of these fears have, nevertheless, helped utopia stage a sort of come-back, 

especially in the 1960s and 1970s, with precise concerns about the environment 

and the quality of life, or rather the deterioration of it, due to industrialization. 

These issues have been addressed in ecological utopias, or “ecotopias”, of which 

two good examples are Ursula Le Guin‟s The Dispossessed (1974) and possibly 

Naomi Mitchison‟s Solution Three (1975).   

Moving on to the end of the twentieth century, and according to Krishan 

Kumar, “the most vital currents of utopianism [were] to be found within the 

newer social movements that [had] arisen in response to the novel problems of 

late industrial society”. One of those movements was feminism, which “ow[ed] 

much of its driving force to the entry of women in the world of work in 

unprecedented numbers” (Kumar: 1991, 101), with all the new problems that 

emerged, from new tensions in the relations between men and women, to new 

interrogations regarding the raising of children, to the way the household work 

should have to be rearranged. Feminists have certainly found many ways of 

expressing their doubts, and among those were feminist novels, namely feminist 

utopias and dystopias.   

After having dealt with questions related to the utopian genre, in general, it 

is now perhaps the right moment for a brief analysis of some of the issues that 

specifically inform the writing of feminist utopias and dystopias, bearing in mind 

that in feminist utopian novels change is not only considered necessary, but also 

desired. According to Frances Bartkowski, feminist utopian fiction is feminist “in 

that the everyday life of women becomes an exercise of wilful imagination, 

demanding revolutionary transformation”; it may be considered utopian since the 
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“longing and desire, anger and despair, are reshaped by hope”; and it is an 

exercise in fiction because “a narrative sets the pattern of these desires and 

transformations as if a potential future had erupted into the readers‟ present”. 

(Bartkowski: 1989, 10) We are usually admitted into societies set in the future 

which have been built and shaped by women themselves, or with the help of men. 

Societies in which we can perceive a “consistent redefinition of family and kinship 

as the heart of the matter of bonds among and between women, sometimes 

between women and men”, as in both The End of this Day’s Business and Solution 

Three, “and usually between women and children” (Bartkowski: 1989, 5), often 

leading to a distinction between the roles played by “women” and those played by 

“mothers”. In these societies the sense of community is usually strong and 

questions such as hierarchical structures and divisions of labour and power tend 

to be equated, since women look at themselves as whole human beings, with 

capacities that enable them to think of forms of self-government and government 

of others (for example, men), production of goods essential for survival, the 

administration of justice on themselves and on men, to give only a couple of 

examples.       

One notion that might also be considered of relevance while analysing 

feminist utopian fiction is the notion of “literature of estrangement”, borrowed by 

Donawerth and Kolmerten from Cranny-Francis, as “a literature concerned 

primarily with the alienation experienced by individual subjects, realized textually 

by a setting displaced in time and/or space” (Donawerth and Kolmerten: 1994, 2), 

since utopian women writers have used in the past, and continue to use in the 

present,  structures typical of this kind of literature, as it seems easier to revise, for 

example, gender roles when the action does not take place in the readers‟ world. 

In fact, the expression “literature of cognitive estrangement” had first been used 

by Darko Suvin, in an essay written in 1972 and entitled “On the Poetics of the 

Science Fiction Genre”. According to Patrick Parrinder, “the essence of Suvin‟s 

theory of cognitive estrangement [is] that by imagining strange worlds we come to 
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see our own conditions of life in a new and potentially revolutionary perspective”. 

(Parrinder: 2000, 4)   

Donawerth and Kolmerten also refer to the fact that “[i]n the nineteenth 

century, literatures of estrangement by women began incorporating scientific 

solutions of social problems, and creating greater participation for women in 

public offices and business”, as a result of the struggle of the feminist movement 

for the right to divorce, to suffrage, to private property (which was still exclusively 

in the hands of men), and to equal access to careers. Feminist utopian writers of 

the twentieth century continued to incorporate some of these themes in their 

writings. By the late 1960s, so the above-cited authors argue, feminist utopias 

“offered minority female heroes, gender equality, alternatives to the nuclear 

family, anarchic governments, revised sciences and a debate on the use of violence 

to achieve change”. (Donawerth and Kolmerten: 1994, 11) One may say some of 

these themes have followed feminist utopian writers well into the 1970s, which 

may be proven by an attentive reading of Naomi Mitchison‟s Solution Three. 

Feminist writers of the 1980s seem to have dealt preferably with themes such as 

“critiques of lesbian separatism”, “exploration of the failure of feminist heroism”, 

“the exposure of racism and imperialism in the scenario of feminist utopia”. 

(Donawerth and Kolmerten: 1994, 12) 

In short, one can say that feminist utopian writers have  

 

fantasize[d] about cooperative sisterhoods and collectivism instead of 

hierarchy, [have found] places set apart from men or ways to convert their 

fictional men to traditional „female‟ values, and [have] devise[d] new myths 

central to women‟s identities. Women [have] also eliminate[d] binary 

oppositions that construct women as „others‟, while centring their fictions on 

women‟s lived experience, especially on motherhood and raising children. 

(Donawerth and Kolmerten: 1994, 12-13)  

 

It may also be considered relevant to establish briefly how some of those 

feminist writers were relating to one another, especially in the 1930s, a decade 
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which put a severe strain on many women writers, urging them to share their 

deepest and most private worries with the public in general, thus blending the 

public (traditionally male) and private (traditionally female) spheres, which had 

before been obliged to thread separate ways.  

According to Janet Montefiore in her essay “The 1930s: Memory and 

Forgetting”, “there are many unnoticed links between well-known liberal women 

writers, namely Rebecca West, Storm Jameson, Vera Brittain, Winifred Holtby and 

Naomi Mitchison in the Thirties”. Montefiore goes on to stress that these women 

writers 

 

had close intellectual, political and sometimes personal ties. All were left-wing 

liberals but none was a Communist; all wrote as feminists, except perhaps 

Storm Jameson… and all had embraced internationalist pacifism during the 

1930s. (in Joannou: 1997, 27-28, my ellipsis)  

 

Maroula Joannou clearly points out, however, that although “many of these 

women knew each other socially… no sense of a shared literary agenda was ever 

developed”. (Joannou: 1997, 13, my ellipsis)  

Katharine Burdekin was also acquainted with writers such as Radclyffe Hall, 

Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard, Dora and Bertrand Russell, although 

“only a few, Margaret Goldsmith, her husband Frederick Voigt, and Norah James, 

were special friends”, as Daphne Patai notes in the afterword to The End of This 

Day’s Business (165).     

Most of the above-mentioned writers lived in London in the 1930s and were 

quite active in trying to call people‟s attention to the dangers of the escalade of 

Fascism in Europe, on an earlier stage. Later on, they gave their own contribution 

to the effort of war, either by working with refugees or in factories, or simply by 

calling attention to the victims of Nazism and to the need to fight Hitler, through 

the production and distribution of pamphlets, among other written material. They, 

thus, moved away from the pacifism they had advocated until World War Two 
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broke up (and some of them even during the war). As Georgina Taylor rightfully 

points out, 

 

this change of allegiance involved some specific and problematic decisions. 

Firstly, since women had traditionally been associated with values of peace 

and nurturance, and particularly motherhood, to advocate involvement in war 

was to challenge fundamental conceptions of femininity and femaleness. 

Furthermore, many of the older generation, including H. D., Louise Bogan, 

Sara Bard Field (American poet), [Naomi Mitchison], and Storm Jameson, had 

lost sons, brothers, [close friends], and fathers in the First World War, and now 

felt inevitable revulsion at the thought of renewed fighting. (Taylor: 2001, 147)  

 

It seems quite clear that this close involvement with war had, sooner or later, 

to be transposed into writing – a proof that one of the aspects which has also, 

largely, informed feminist utopian writings has been the social and historical 

context in which such works have been written. An exemplary case is Swastika 

Night, clearly informed by the progression of Nazi ideology in Germany, and by 

the fear that it might spread throughout Europe in a way impossible to reverse. 

Many decades later, another good example might be Solution Three, in which 

apprehension for the future of humankind and exhaustion of the Earth‟s resources 

may clearly be seen.  

 It is, therefore, relevant to present the social and historical contexts in which 

the three novels, whose analysis constitutes the bulk of this work, have been 

written. Thus, the next chapter will deal specifically with such aspects, focusing its 

attention especially on the 1920s, 1930s and 1970s.   
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II. Political and Socio-Economical Context 

A. The 1920s 

 

The 1930s were a decade of considerable turmoil in Europe, as in fact were 

most of the inter-war years (from 1918 to 1939), on three major levels: political, 

economic and social. England was, obviously, no exception to this situation. In 

order to better understand the 1930s, however, it is relevant to have a look at what 

happened in the 1920s. That is the reason why this specific decade will be dealt 

with in this chapter.  

World War I affected the national economies and the international exchanges 

in different ways, causing the decline of Europe, but benefiting the United States 

of America. During the war, Europe came to be extremely dependent on the USA, 

its main supplier, and accumulated many debts. Once the conflict was over, the 

European economies felt it very difficult to recover. Turned as they were into the 

production of war material, it was hard for them to adapt to peace. To make things 

even worse, the European countries involved in the conflict registered about 10 

million dead and 20 million invalid. Agricultural products were not being 

produced; factories, mines and fleets were totally ruined and so were finances, to a 

certain degree. Thus, Europe continued to have to rely on the products and 

services which came from America; this, in turn, led to a larger indebtedness and 

the economic recovery of most European countries had to rely heavily on 

American credits. America loaned large amounts of money to Germany, so that 

this country could pay the reparations due to France and England. These two 

countries could, in turn, pay back their war debts and their loans to the United 

States. 

This context of hard economic recovery saw the eruption of severe strikes 

and revolutionary movements throughout Europe. The working force entered an 

unprecedented agitation and no European country escaped the strikes. Europe 

was obviously frightened by such revolutionary movements, fearing that 

bolshevism might spread. The most frightened classes were the bourgeoisie, 
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which would not accept that workers might control the production, and the 

middle classes, affected by inflation. They soon started to protest against the 

liberal democracy, which they thought was the cause of the political instability 

and incapacity to solve the economic and social crisis. In some European 

countries, such as Italy, Germany and Spain, these classes ended up supporting a 

strong government, as a guarantee of social peace, richness and dignity. This led 

to the emergence, since the beginning of the 1920s, of authoritarian regimes, 

clearly conservative and nationalist, especially in those countries which did not 

have a strong tradition of democracy and in those which had suffered from severe 

economic problems, humiliations and dissatisfactions caused by the war.    

Even so, from 1925 to 1929 the capitalist countries could finally take a deep 

breath. Relying on mass production for mass consumption, America saw years of 

intense prosperity. As for Europe, the so-called “golden twenties” were 

characterized by an atmosphere of optimism and trust in liberal capitalism. There 

was also progress in the production of oil and electricity, as well as in the staples 

industry and in chemistry.  

Behaviours and culture also suffered severe transformations at the beginning 

of the twentieth century. For the first time in history, in the industrialized world, 

the urban population was greater than the rural population. This situation, which 

went on throughout the entire century, led to enormous changes in the life and 

values of the western civilization. In big cities people tended to lose themselves in 

the crowd; relationships became more impersonal and everything suffered from a 

kind of massiveness, even leisure. Many people started spending their free time 

outdoors, in public places, such as cafés, theatres and sports facilities. The growth 

of the middle classes and the development of the standard of living created a 

certain leisure culture, which was supported by the innumerable entertainments 

the city offered. People stopped thinking about work only and started, little by 

little, enjoying consumerism and entertainment.  

The socialization between the sexes, which had so far been regulated by 

severe social conventions, became freer and bolder. Especially after World War I, 
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women acquired more visibility, going out to shop in big stores, to have coffee and 

refreshments, to go to the beach, to dance at a night club. A certain desire for 

movement and action, undoubtedly related to the advent of the automobile, 

helped to accelerate the rhythm of life, which became almost frenzied in the 1920s. 

This new form of socialization was, in many respects, confined to the middle and 

higher classes; nevertheless, it instilled a certain modernity into the first decades of 

the century, showing a rupture with the rigid values and conventions of the 

previous century. 

The feminist movement had appeared during the nineteenth century, 

focusing on aspects such as the right of married women to property, to the 

custody of their children, to access to education and to a socially valued work. In 

short, the first feminists fought for legal changes that would put an end to the 

statute of minority that was reserved to women. By 1900 the right to vote started 

to assume a major role in the fights of the feminist movement, with the creation of 

several suffragettes‟ associations, whose only aim was to give women the right to 

vote. In Europe the most celebrated were the British suffragettes, led by the 

famous Emmeline Pankhurst, a tenacious combatant that took hold of the most 

extreme means to call the attention of society to such an unfair situation, from long 

public marches to the stoning of policemen and shop windows, to vigorous 

interventions in Parliament, to hunger strikes.      

The fight of women met, however, with strong opposition, being censored by 

the political powers and by strongly conservative societies. This state of affairs 

was bound to change with the beginning of World War I. With men at war, 

women felt free from the traditional limitations imposed on them as housewives, 

assuming themselves as the authority at home and the support of the family. They 

could be seen working in factories, driving vans and busses, repairing electrical 

appliances, carrying heavy materials. In the country they also did the men‟s work. 

And they even became invaluable at the front, dealing with the wounded, risking 

their own lives, if necessary. Thus, women revealed themselves as being able to 

substitute men in practically all tasks. This effort that came with the war 
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reinforced women‟s self-confidence, bringing them the social appreciation they 

had been fighting for. In the subsequent decades, in most European countries, 

women acquired the right to political intervention; they consolidated their legal 

position in the family and started to have access to prestigious professional 

careers.  

The beginning of the twentieth century also witnessed relevant changes in 

science. In physics, Max Planck introduced the world to his Quantum Theory, 

showing that the atom was not the smallest unit in nature, and that energy 

exchanges were done at high speeds, in leaps, and not in a smooth and uniform 

flux. Albert Einstein revolutionized science, destroying the most solid basis of 

physics, by denying the absolute character of space and time in his Theory of 

Relativity. Both theories caused a deep shock in the scientific community, making 

it recognise that the universe was more unstable and the scientific truth less 

universal than it was believed at the time. Thus, a new conception of science 

appeared, admitting the impossibility of absolute knowledge. Such a change 

contributed to shake the faith in science and in its capacity to understand and 

control nature.   

The idea that humans possess a strictly rational mind was also seriously 

compromised by the studies of the Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud, who 

was especially interested in the works of two renowned neurologists: Jean Charcot 

(French) and Josef Breuer (Viennese). Both had in common the use of hypnosis, as 

a means of treating neurasthenic symptoms. Freud soon understood that, under 

hypnosis, patients remembered thoughts, facts and desires that they had 

apparently forgotten. He was, thus, led to recognise the existence of an obscure 

and irrational area in the human mind, which manifests itself in people‟s 

behaviour – the unconscious. It was based on this discovery that Freud elaborated 

the principles of what he was to call psychoanalysis. 

In the first decades of the twentieth century, psychoanalytical conceptions 

reached the general public, being enthusiastically received. The disclosure of the 
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irrational side of human nature affected behaviours, favouring the breaking of 

social conventions that was to characterize the 1920s.         

 

 

B. The 1930s 

 

In the 1930s capitalism was faced with its worst crisis. It started in 1929, in 

the United States, and spread to all the countries which had economic and 

financial bonds with this country. No economic sector was spared, no job was safe 

enough. Those were the days of the Great Depression.  

In 1929 Wall Street registered the first signs of alarm. Since the 21st October 

selling orders were being issued at a high speed; the fall in prices and in industrial 

profits was alarming major share owners. Panic installed itself definitely on the 

24th, “black Thursday”, when the market was ordered to sell 16 million titles, at an 

extremely low price, having no one to buy them. This catastrophe received the 

designation of Wall Street Crash, and in the following months thousands of share 

owners were ruined. Since most shares had been bought with the help of credit, 

this meant the ruin of banks, which stopped being reimbursed. Between 1929 and 

1933 more than ten thousand banks were closed, leading to the paralysis of 

economy, since the basis of American prosperity, i.e. credit, had ended. Many 

firms went bankrupt; unemployment increased exponentially – to more than 12 

million people in 1932; demand slowed down; industrial production diminished 

and prices fell. This crisis had huge repercussions throughout America, both in 

cities and in the countryside.  

Such a horrifying picture had obvious consequences on the economies that 

depended, one way or another, on the USA and Great Britain also had its share of 

difficulties, for example related to unemployment. Andrew Thorpe notes that 

“1932 was to be the worst year of the slump, as the official figure for 

unemployment rose… to peak at nearly three million by the beginning of 1933”. 

(Thorpe: 1992, 14) Among these, many were women and the ones who were 
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employed “were confined very largely to „traditional‟ roles in the lower 

professions, especially teaching and nursing”. (Idem, 88) In general, they were 

paid less, since their wages were considered a supplement to those of their 

husbands, and were confined to semi-skilled jobs, having slight prospects of 

advancing in their jobs. This was probably in concurrence with a “growing cult of 

domesticity; the idea of a „woman‟s place‟ [being] subscribed to even by many 

feminists…”. (Thorpe: 1992, 95)  

Unemployment was, however, not the only problem Britain had to face 

throughout the 1930s. Another difficult situation facing British governments in 

this decade was poor health, and specifically undernourishment, which affected 

significant numbers of people, as the decade progressed. In fact, Andrew Thorpe, 

quoting M. Mayhew, states that “[i]n 1934, 52 per cent of men attending army 

recruitment offices were below the required physical standard; four years later a 

survey revealed that malnutrition was a direct cause of death of up to 3,200 

women per annum in childbirth”. (Thorpe: 1992, 114)         

Ultimately the American crisis would lead to the reinforcement of an even 

more problematic issue – the appearance of totalitarian regimes in several 

European countries. Thus, in the 1930s several ideological and political 

movements appeared in Europe, subordinating the individual to omnipresent, 

totalitarian and crashing governments. This started, first, in Russia; later on, in 

Italy and Germany. This latter country had some grievances in regard to the 

Versailles Treaty, which it had been forced to sign, “resent[ing] the perceived 

injustice of [its] loss of empire, and wish[ing] to recover it”. (Shen: 1999, x) 

Relying, once again, on Andrew Thorpe‟s analysis,  

 

[t]he premise was that Hitler, though obnoxious in many ways, was leader of a 

nation with real grievances stemming from the Versailles peace settlement. 

Those grievances, if unresolved, might lead to conflict in Europe, a conflict 

into which Britain would probably be drawn. (Thorpe: 1992, 19) 
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Bearing in mind that both Britain and France had taken over some German 

colonies after World War I, it should be no surprise that British governments in 

the 1930s “were ready to sacrifice weak powers [such as Abyssinia or Austria] or 

some of their own secondary interests to satisfy the aggressors as long as the latter 

did not jeopardise their vital interests”. (Shen: 1999, xi) Besides, since Britain had 

suffered great losses in World War I, British Prime-Ministers throughout the 

decade had a strong fear of war, believing it had to be prevented at all costs, even 

because Britain was supposed not to have the financial, military or economic 

resources to take part in a major war.  

This state of affairs must have played a major role in the development of a 

conciliatory foreign policy, a policy of appeasement towards the aggressors, 

namely Japan, Italy and especially Germany. This policy has been said by many 

critics to have helped Hitler‟s work and to have been considered by many 

countries at the time as a policy of fear and humiliation. It might be relevant to 

recover Margaret George‟s words (as transcribed by Peijian Shen: 1999, xxv): 

 

...[T]here is broad consensus that British foreign policy in the 1930‟s was an 

unqualified disaster. Led by the government of Stanley Baldwin and Neville 

Chamberlain, the British nation pursued the will-o‟-the-wisp of peace with 

Fascism, peace at any price, peace – as one Conservative put it – „at any cost in 

humiliation‟ … Britain had lost not only the great goal of peace but in 

judgement of the world, and in the shamed awareness of her own citizens, she 

had lost an incalculable amount of prestige and respect.     

 

 Returning to a brief analysis of totalitarian regimes, it is relevant to notice 

that both Fascism and Nazism had in common the opposition to liberalism, to 

parliamentary democracy and to socialism; the idea that above all the rights of the 

individuals there was the interest of the community, the greatness of the Nation 

and the supremacy of the State. Relevant characteristics were the reinforcement of 

the executive power; the abolition of the struggle between classes, as this divided 
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the Nation and weakened the State; the abolition of strikes, in order to avoid 

economic damage; a nationalist fervour, exalting the glories of the Nation.  

Totalitarianism could be seen on several levels - political, economic, social, 

and even cultural. Political opposition was annihilated; economic activities were 

rigorously regulated; society, galvanized by propaganda, constituted itself into 

organizations close to the regime, which effectively controlled it; truth itself was 

monopolized by the State, which prevented freedom of thinking and expression.       

Both Fascism and Nazism spread the idea that men were not equal, and so 

government could be attributed to elites only. Hitler, for instance, considered no 

trust could be reposed in universal suffrage, since it attributed the same value to 

the vote of any individual. The leaders were considered super-men 

(Übermenschen), heroes who symbolized the totalitarian State, incarnated the 

Nation and guided people‟s destinies. They should be followed without any 

hesitation and were the subject of almost total idolatry. The dominant races were 

also included in the elites, as was the case of the Aryan race. The same happened 

to soldiers and party affiliated, i.e., men in general. Women were usually 

considered inferior beings and Nazi women, for instance, were destined to take 

care of the home and be subordinated to husbands. In fact, Germany implemented 

policies pro increase of the birth rate, penalizing celibacy, favouring large families 

and valuing procreative women. In highly hierarchical and rigid societies, elites 

were extremely respected by the masses. They spread the dominant ideology, 

insured the obedience to the law and kept the Nation submissive.  

The blind obedience of the masses was an obsession for the totalitarian 

regimes, and for that purpose the young ones were indoctrinated from an early 

age on, since it was considered that children belonged to the State, more than to 

the family.  

Another extremely important resource of totalitarian regimes, to obtain the 

total adherence of the masses to their ideologies, was police repression, exerted by 

armed militias and by the political police. It turned out to be decisive to guarantee 

the control of society and the survival of totalitarianism. Violence is, in fact, at the 
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heart of such ideologies, since they repudiate the legacy of rationalism and 

humanism of the western culture, defending instead the cult of force, celebrating 

action, instinct and the wild nature of Man. Being against peace, they believe that 

men and peoples develop their qualities and show their superiority and courage at 

war. Peace is considered negative, since it domesticates the brutal instincts of 

human nature. It is no wonder, then, that violence has from the very beginning 

accompanied the praxis of totalitarian regimes, repressing the most elementary 

human rights: liberty and security.  

Nazism disrespect for human rights reached the peak of its horror with the 

violence of its racism. Hitler considered the Aryan superior peoples and Germans 

their purest representatives. These ideas were incorporated by the Nazis, who 

made use of them to exacerbate German nationalism and impose the triumph of 

their ideology. Being obsessed with the physical and mental perfection of the 

Aryan race, Nazis promoted eugenics, applying the laws of genetics to human 

reproduction. They hoped that a true selection of the German people (tall, strong, 

blond and blue-eyed) would take place by marrying members of the S.S. with 

young women, all of them possessing superior racial qualities. At the same time, 

an elimination of low-quality Germans was taking place, by sending mentally-ill, 

incurable diseased and incapable old people to the gas-chambers in euthanasia 

centres. The idea was that no German should lower the excellence of his/her race 

and use the funds of the nation without giving it anything in exchange.  

The Germans, a people of heroes, of superhuman qualities and ideas, would 

fatally have to rule the world, if necessary at the cost of the submission or 

elimination of inferior peoples. Among these, there were Jews, Gipsies and also 

some peoples in Central and Eastern Europe, whose submission would give 

Germans the “vital space” they needed to evolve. Jews eventually became the 

preferential target of Nazi barbarism, suffering one of the major humiliations and 

tortures there is memory of in the History of Humankind. World War Two would 

bring about the cruellest anti-Semitism phase, with the implementation of the 
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Final Solution, which would lead to the genocide of almost six million Jews – the 

Holocaust.    

If we concentrate on culture for a while, we shall have to say that it was in 

cities and towns that the culture of the masses appeared. It was a sort of culture 

common to the majority of the population, as its name indicates. The tastes of the 

population became more uniform, and people ended up consuming the same 

cultural goods. Two main factors have contributed to this cultural 

homogenization: first, the generalization of education and teaching, which 

provided citizens with the same knowledge, values and tastes, making the written 

word accessible to all; second, the extraordinary development of the mass media, 

which were transformed into a powerful industry, moulding the culture of the 

twentieth century.  

 As for literature, in the inter-war period it became more combative and 

socially engaged. Society was severely criticized, especially its vices, its moral 

decay, its hypocrisy. In America the Great Depression also made writers turn their 

attention to social questions and depict the disenchanted world of capitalism, 

which they accused of fomenting war, dehumanization and social inequalities.  

Thus, some of the major problems of the 1930s were dealt with in literature, 

which enabled them to reach a large public – one should not forget that more 

books were read in Britain in the 1930s than in any of the previous decades - and 

make it aware of a need to struggle, in order to improve society, in general, and 

social conditions, in particular.  

 

 

C. The Post-War Period and the 1970s 

 

When World War II came to an end, in 1945, one could clearly see a change 

of forces in international relations. Old powers, such as Germany and Japan, 

which had dreamt of large territorial domains, came out of the war defeated and 

humiliated. Others, such as the United Kingdom and France, although victorious, 
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were left impoverished and dependent on external help. In a world of ruin and 

desolation caused by the war, two single countries showed their strength: the 

USSR and the USA.       

Apart from considerable territorial gain, the war gave the USSR an enormous 

international visibility. The isolation the west had imposed on the big communist 

country had been broken, and Stalin was now a partner in the definition of the 

new geopolitical coordinates. Inside Europe, the role of the USSR was clearly 

decisive. In the last year of the terrible conflict, in its victorious march towards 

Berlin, the Red Army had liberated the occupied countries of Eastern Europe. In 

Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania and Bulgaria the soviet soldiers had replaced 

the Nazi occupiers. Thus, the USSR clearly had a strategic advantage in the 

European East, which became even more relevant since, between 1946 and 1948, 

all countries liberated by the Red Army adopted socialism. These countries soon 

reorganized their political, social and economic lives in moulds very similar to 

those of the Soviet Union.  

This expansion of communism in Europe led the United States to invert their 

traditional isolationist policy, joining a weak Western Europe in the containment 

of communism. This same expansion of communism also made British and 

Americans look at Germany in a different light – not anymore as the beaten 

enemy, but as an invaluable ally in the containment of the soviet advances. For 

that purpose a swift economic recovery of that country was necessary, and the 

USA strongly supported it, and what was to become the German Federal Republic 

(as opposed to the German Democratic Republic, under direct influence of the 

USSR). So it was that, only three years after the end of World War II, former allies 

became rivals, dividing the world with their rivalry: on the one hand, the capitalist 

countries, with the USA as their leader; on the other hand, the socialist nations, led 

by the USSR. In the following decades international relations were to reflect this 

polarity, impregnating themselves with an atmosphere of strong tension and 

distrust, despite the ideals of fraternity and concord, which had inspired the 

creation of the United Nations Organization.  
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It is also important to notice that there was a careful planning of the economy 

of the post-war, in Europe and the USA. Convinced that the economic nationalism 

of the 1930s had seriously harmed economic growth, the USA got ready to lead a 

new economic order, based on international cooperation. The idea of an enlarged 

economic space, in which the countries could mutually open up their frontiers, 

fructified in Europe, originating in the BENELUX, a union that would, later on, 

turn into the embryo of the European Economic Community.     

In terms of empires, the two decades that followed World War II saw some 

extensive colonial empires disappear, some of which had existed for centuries. 

This happened for several reasons. Firstly, the war had shaken the prestige of 

Europeans. Secondly, the war had made colonized countries conscious of the 

injustice of colonialism. The fight against the Axis (in which many contingents 

from the colonies had participated) was felt by colonized peoples as a fight for 

liberty and for Human Rights, making it clear that there was a contradiction 

between the principles the colonial powers fought for, in Europe, and those which 

helped them dominate other peoples, in other places. Thirdly, the war had 

demanded heavy sacrifices from the colonised territories, which contributed to the 

discontent over foreign powers. Lastly, the war had made European countries 

politically and economically fragile, which contributed to an anti-colonial defiance 

they could not successfully contradict. These demolishing effects of the war were 

joined by the pressure exerted by the USA and the USSR, which supported the 

efforts and claims of colonized peoples to free themselves - the former, in 

remembrance of its own past and in defence of its economic interests; the latter, in 

the name of Marxist ideology and in defence of the expansion of its economic and 

political model. The UN itself, founded as it had been under the banner of equality 

among all peoples in the world, would compel its members to the obeisance of its 

resolutions, which invariably condemned the maintenance of colonial domains. 

The British accepted that the time for decolonization had arrived and, being 

extremely pragmatic, Great Britain welcomed the new countries into the 

Commonwealth, thus maintaining its economic interests intact. This fact had 
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obvious consequences, and by the end of the 1950s Britain “had seen a notable 

increase of Commonwealth immigrants, especially from the West Indies, but to a 

lesser extent from India and Pakistan with some from West Africa also”. (Morgan: 

1990, 202) 

Other countries in Europe were also forced to give away the territories under 

their control, not only in Asia but also in Africa (in the 1960s). In fact, the end of 

the European empires may be considered the most relevant political phenomenon 

of the second half of the 20th century. The map of nations was deeply altered, 

international relations were revised and the principle of equality was imposed 

amongst all peoples in the world (at least in theory).  

At the end of World War II, the concept of democracy had acquired, in the 

west, a new meaning. Apart from the respect for individual liberties, universal 

suffrage and the need for several parties to coexist, it was considered that the 

democratic regime should fight for the well-being of the citizens and for social 

justice. The Great Depression had already shown the importance of an 

economically and socially interventionist State; and the misery of the post-war 

period demanded firm orientations, in order to speed up reconstruction. Thus the 

Welfare State was created, and has strongly marked the life of western 

democracies ever since.  

One can say the United Kingdom was the pioneer country of the Welfare 

State, in which each citizen had his/her basic needs secured, from the beginning of 

his/her life and until its end. The measures adopted in England, and especially the 

establishment of a National Health Service, based on free medical services to all 

citizens, served as model for most European countries. The system of social 

protection involved the whole population, paying special attention to 

unemployment, accidents, old age and illness. Subsidies were established for 

families and for poorer people, and at the same time state responsibility was 

amplified, concerning lodging, education and medical assistance. This set of 

measures had a double object: on the one hand, to reduce misery and social ill-

being, contributing to a more egalitarian health partition; on the other hand, to 
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secure a certain stability for economy, since it avoided drastic drops in demand, 

such as the one which had occurred during the crisis in the 30s. Thus, the Welfare 

State was also a factor which contributed to the economic prosperity the West 

lived in the three decades that followed the end of World War II. 

Shielded by a new philosophy of action, capitalism, which had seemed 

condemned by the Great Depression in the 30s, was reborn from the ashes of the 

war and reached its peak. Between 1945 and 1973 world production more than 

tripled, and in sectors such as energy and automobile production was multiplied 

by ten. Economies grew steadily, without any periods of crisis, simply registering, 

from time to time, some fluctuations. The growth rates of certain countries, 

especially the German Federal Republic, France and Japan surprised analysts, who 

started referring to them as “economic miracles”. These thirty years of 

unprecedented material prosperity would be recorded in History as the Glorious 

Thirties, an expression popularized by the French economist Jean Fourastié.  

The economic expansion of the Glorious Thirties was based on several factors: 

on the acceleration of technological progress, which reached all sectors of 

production; on the resort to oil as prime energy, in detriment of coal; on the 

increase of industrial concentration and on the number of multinational 

companies, which produced and commercialized their products all over the 

world; on the modernization of agriculture, a sector where productivity increased 

in such a way as to allow for developed countries to stop importing and start 

exporting their products, instead; on a relevant increase in active population, 

based on the reinforcement of feminine labour [let us not forget that in Great 

Britain “the 1961 population census showed that women numbered 32.4 per cent 

of the employed work-force, including 65.9 per cent of the clerical grades, notably 

secretaries and other office employees” (Morgan: 1990, 206)], on the baby-boom of 

the 1940s-60s, and on the immigration of workers from less developed countries; 

on the growth of the tertiary sector, which tended to absorb the highest percentage 

of workers, leading to an enlargement in the middle classes, which contributed to 

a rise in the level of life, as well as to a higher social balance.  
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Meanwhile, Europe, which had almost destroyed itself in two fratricide wars, 

had to recognize its common cultural heritage and the need to unite, in order to 

recover its economic prosperity and, if possible, its political relevance. In 1946 

Churchill launched an appeal to European rebirth, based on some kind of United 

States of Europe. This idea, which was received both with enthusiasm and with 

distrust, little by little won supporters and consistency. The EEC (European 

Economic Community) was finally created in 1957 by the Rome Treaty. The 

abolishment of frontiers came into being in 1968, leading to a strong reinforcement 

of exchanges among member countries. In 1970, the EEC had already become the 

first commercial power in the world and was growing at a medium rate of 5% a 

year. It was this economic success that led to its enlargement. Henceforth, Europe 

has been threading the path of full political and economic union, considered by 

many the only possible way to deal with the Great Powers, and to play a relevant 

role in the world strategy, especially with the birth of so many countries all over 

the world, namely in Africa. 

Starting from the North, demands for independence rapidly spread to Black 

Africa, where nationalist movements were also organized against the colonizer 

states. Such movements frequently found it difficult to promote the cohesion and 

participation of the populations, divided into a multiplicity of ethnic groups that 

had not been respected by the interests of colonialism. Aiming at creating a feeling 

of national identity, and at reviving the pride that had been lost, nationalist 

leaders promoted the revalorization of the ancestral roots of their peoples, their 

common culture, spreading the idea that this latter was as valid as the civilization 

of the European colonialists. Many of those leaders had been educated in the 

metropolis, where they had assimilated the values of liberty and social justice they 

intended to transpose to their own countries. The fight for independence was, 

thus, clearly a political fight, as well as a fight against poverty and economic 

backwardness, which were seen as a direct consequence of colonial exploitation.  

The independence process had the support of UN that placed itself on the 

side of colonized peoples, honouring the ideals of equality and justice, which had 
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been the basis of its foundation. In 1960 the General Assembly approved a 

resolution that consecrated the right to the auto-determination of the territories 

under foreign rule, condemning any armed attempts from the colonizers to stop 

such a process. From 1946 to 1976 seventy new countries were constituted in Asia 

and Africa. Separated as they were by geography, race, culture and religion, most 

of those new nations shared the same colonial past and the same economic 

backwardness. Together, they constituted a Third World.  

Born out of decolonization, the Third World remained, despite its political 

autonomy, under economic dependence from wealthier countries. These 

countries, many of which had been imperial powers, continued to explore the raw 

materials, as well as the mining and agricultural production of the 

underdeveloped countries, through the action of large companies, providing 

them, as they had in the past, with manufactured goods. Such a situation 

perpetuated the backwardness of these regions: on the one hand, the profits of the 

companies were not reinvested in the region; on the other hand, the prices of 

industrial goods rose, while the prices of raw materials dropped. These two 

factors, combined, resulted in the exploitation of the resources of the economically 

weakest countries, clearly benefiting the industrialized powers. This situation was 

considered a real neo-colonialism, and was denounced by the Third World 

nations, which demanded, without success, the creation of a new international 

economic order. 

Apart from its economic and social connotation, the expression “Third 

World” had a political connotation, as well: the new countries represented the 

possibility of a third way, an alternative to the capitalist and communist blocs. 

Bearing in mind their common interests, the countries formed out of 

decolonization have, from the very beginning, tried to bind together and to set a 

mark on international politics.  

In 1973, the Glorious Thirties of abundance and economic growth of the 

capitalist world came abruptly to a halt. In western industrialized countries there 

was a decrease in the growth rate of the Gross National Product (GNP). Many 
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factories closed down, others reconverted their production and unemployment 

rose exponentially. At the same time, inflation grew alarmingly, from 1974 

onwards. This phenomenon received the name of stagflation, a designation which 

agglutinated the words stagnation (of industrial production) and inflation.  

The interruption of economic growth in the 70s was basically due to two 

factors: the energy crisis and monetary instability. By the end of the 60s oil was the 

basic energy industrialized countries depended on. In 1973 the countries of the 

Middle East, members of the OPEP (Organization of the Petroleum Exporting 

Countries), which had so far kept the barrel of oil at a low cost, made this resource 

a political weapon. As a retaliation measure against the help provided to Israel by 

western countries, they decided to quadruplicate the price of the barrel, and to 

reduce oil production by 25%, reinforcing this number with monthly progressive 

reductions of 5%, until the policy of help had been abandoned. A total boycott was 

imposed on the USA, Holland and Denmark, considered enemies of the Arab 

cause. In 1979 the situation became even worse, with new rises in the price of the 

barrel, due to the political crisis in Iran (the second major world exporter), and to 

the subsequent Iran-Iraq War. These oil shocks that, in less than a decade, 

multiplied the price of the “black gold” by twelve, caused an accentuated rise in 

the costs of production of industrial products, and consequently a rise of the 

goods which reached the consumer, creating an escalation of inflation.  

Another determinant factor in this economic depression, equally responsible 

for inflation, was monetary instability. In August 1971 the excessive money supply 

in the USA (due to social and military expenditure, investments abroad, among 

other reasons) led President Nixon to suspend dollar convertibility into gold, 

which deregulated the international monetary system. According to some 

analysts, it was this monetary instability, more than the oil crisis, which was 

responsible for the economic stagnation of the 1970s. Other reasons have been 

presented to explain this economic recession, such as the bankruptcy of Fordism, 

which had been based on extreme labour division. After having fed the strong 

productivity of the factories and the high profits of industrialists during the 
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Glorious Thirties, the system led to a lack of motivation on the part of the workers, 

and to a high absenteeism, which, together with the increase of social and salary 

burdens, strongly diminished the gains of industrialists. 

This reduction in profits led to a decrease in investments and, consequently, 

contributed to a halt in the economic dynamic. The crisis of the 1970s, the effects of 

which have been felt for a very long time in Europe and in the USA, introduced a 

new economic cycle, which interspersed periods of growth with periods of 

stagnation. Nevertheless, the depression did not reach the proportions of the one 

that had been lived in the 1930s. Even though at a slower pace, economic growth 

was maintained, some industrial sectors were reconverted, while the ones linked 

to the new technologies were met with a strong impulse. At the same time, there 

was an increase in the tertiary sector, and international commerce did not drop at 

all, even if there was a disacceleration in its growth. Socially, this crisis did not 

reach the tragic dimension of the Great Depression, either. The structures of the 

Welfare State, reinforced after World War II, had played their role, supporting 

unemployment and avoiding situations of extreme and generalized misery.   

Bearing in mind that many of these social, political and economic aspects 

have, one way or another, informed the writings of Katharine Burdekin and 

Naomi Mitchison and having finished this general overview, it is now the right 

moment to move on to the analysis of the novels themselves, which will be done 

in the chapters that follow.  
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III. The End of this Day’s Business  

 

In an essay entitled “Utopia Matters!” Lyman Tower Sargent recovers the 

words of Joanna Russ arguing that “science fiction allowed women writers to 

create worlds in which they could create women who were whole human beings, 

not people truncated by patriarchy, and many women took up the challenge, 

creating utopias for and by women.” (Vieira and Freitas: 2005, 48) This clearly 

seems to be the case of Katharine Burdekin‟s utopia (let us address it as such, for 

the time being) The End of this Day’s Business, since what the reader finds in the 

book is a world totally governed by women, in a matriarchal civilization founded 

and maintained by them. It is a world where women are able to develop studies in 

all fields of science and to choose what kind of job they wish to dedicate 

themselves to throughout their lives, thus being able to find a stronger sense of 

fulfilment, whereas men must content themselves with a “variety of jobs open to 

[them], unskilled or semi-skilled, for of course a man ha[s] to do what his strong 

muscles and weak mind and masculine nature [fit] him for” (E. D. B., 4)1, even 

though they are not aware of the discrimination borne upon them by women. 

Krishan Kumar‟s interrogations may help us clarify the reason why some women 

writers dedicated themselves to the creation of such worlds and civilizations: “It 

was perhaps inevitable that women should take to utopia. Where else would they 

be free and equal? No known society in history has allowed them material or 

symbolic equality with men.” (Kumar: 1991, 102) Tired of waiting for an equality 

between both sexes that did not seem to come, and wishing for a true change in 

society, feminist writers like Burdekin turned to utopia as a way of exposing the 

weaknesses of patriarchal society, and at the same time of showing how society 

could be changed for the better. 

This does not mean Burdekin thought the society she created in this novel 

was faultless; on the contrary, she used the novel‟s heroine, Grania, to voice her 

                                                 
1 Further quotations from this novel, in this chapter, will simply mention the page number in 
brackets.  
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belief that such a matriarchal civilization was full of faults, and could and should 

be perfected, so that “there would be at last the classless society without sex-

antagonism… [n]ot emotional and cruel. Not reasonable and dull. Happy… and 

nearer to the full feeling of God” (107, my ellipses). Grania would agree with Tom 

Moylan when, referring to the utopian process, he states that “what is already 

being done is never enough [and] that what needs to be done must always keep 

the fullness of human experience on the agenda”. (Moylan: 2000, 88) Her struggle 

goes precisely in that direction and her goal is the wholeness of all human beings, 

either male or female. However, she is quite aware the change cannot be sudden 

and must be consensual; otherwise, it may lead to the destruction of the entire 

civilization.   

What has been said so far should not prevent us from observing that The End 

of this Day’s Business is “an important example of a kind of literature known as the 

sex-role reversal”, as Daphne Patai put it when she wrote the afterword to the first 

edition of the novel, in 1989. This scholar characterizes sex-role reversal fiction as 

being able to “habituate us to new worlds even as it renews our perception of the 

actual world whose customs, beliefs, and social conventions are not usually the 

objects of a distanced and critical eye” (167). In fact, by reversing the roles played 

by men and women in society, this kind of fiction leads us through a process of 

estrangement and, at the same time, assimilation of the new worlds it creates, thus 

forcing us to “break down old assumptions” (168). For Patai sex-role reversals 

have a double function: on the one hand, “they enlist the reader‟s sympathy in the 

cause of social change” by giving relevance to “the meaning of social structures” 

which are part of our daily routines, and which usually are not questioned; on the 

other hand, they “present the reader with a kind of social laboratory in which 

alternative human arrangements are made credible through [his/her] imaginative 

participation… in a time and place different from – and better than – our own” 

(168, my ellipsis). 

In The End of this Day’s Business Burdekin forges a world set more than 4,000 

years in the future, in which our patriarchal society is turned around into a 
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matriarchal society where women have established the rules and men have to 

abide by them. It is a world in which war and violence have been abolished; in 

which family life as we know it has been utterly changed; in which the traditional 

role of the father as main provider for the family has no sense at all; in which 

Mothers are unconditionally loved and revered; in which disease and famine no 

longer exist. So many changes have not only taken a long time to be accomplished 

but they have also left deep marks in men and women alike - in the way they feel 

about the world, in the way they establish relationships, and especially in their 

understanding of the role they play in society. We are thus reminded of Lucy 

Sargisson‟s words: “Utopian thought creates a space, previously non-existent and 

still „unreal‟, in which radically different speculation can take place, and in which 

totally new ways of being can be envisaged. In this space transformative thinking 

can take place…”. (Sargisson: 1996, 63) And although this matriarchal society is 

apprehended by women, Grania included, as being far better than the patriarchal 

world which preceded it, the female protagonist considers a better society could 

still be reached – one where there would be no sex-antagonism and where no one 

would experience fear. 

Grania is indeed the protagonist of The End of this Day’s Business. The whole 

novel revolves around this woman who, for a woman, has a peculiar view of the 

world she lives in, of the society she is part of, of the way women and men should 

relate to one another. The novel is divided into five chapters and, evoking a 

traditional division, one might consider Chapter One the Introduction; Chapters 

II, III and IV the Development; Chapter V the Conclusion. Even though Grania is 

present in all these chapters and in all of them has a very relevant role, her actions 

are triggered by another important character – her son Neil. It is Neil‟s 

“incomprehensible and vague discontent” (1) which makes him turn to the person 

he still thinks of as “his eccentric aunt, Grania” (4) for help, thus convincing her it 

is time to act and to try and set things right. This is not a spontaneous action, 

though, since Neil is able to witness “the psychic disturbance of a titanic conflict 

that was going on in Grania‟s mind. It was the last of a long series; whatever won 
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this one was the final victor, for there would be no more battles” (16). She finally 

makes up her mind and she will not change it, whatever difficulties may arise. 

A closer look at the Introduction (Chapter I) may lead us to conclude it is 

specifically used to introduce the main characters of the novel – Grania, Neil and, 

up to a certain point, Andreas. And while characterizing them, the author is also 

clarifying the type of society these characters are part of, the roles they play in that 

same society, and what may be expected of each of them. Thus, the first character 

presented to us is Neil Carlason – an ordinary young man, who lives in a house 

with four other men, and who traditionally participates in May Day celebrations 

“with childish merriment and often extremes of masculine violence” (1), like all 

young man do. If this was a normal May Day, Neil would be feeling 

  

thrilled and excited at the thought of the evening with the leaping flames of 

the bonfires, and all the singing and shouting and improvised wrestling 

matches, and jumping valiantly right through the flames… and perhaps 

getting into a real serious bloody fight. (1-2, my ellipsis)     

 

And Neil might even feel a bit nervous about the prospect of “a new and 

temporarily very delightful love affair” (2). The use of the adverb temporarily is 

certainly not unintentional, since it aims to introduce the reader to a society which 

looks at the relationships and bonds between men and women in a very different 

light from his/her own (especially if one considers who the intended readers of 

this novel were – men and women living in the second half of the 1930s). From the 

age of sixteen, when Neil had first been counted as a man and had started living in 

a house with other men, “he had pressed his claims to women‟s attention, which 

had been nearly always well received” (2). And when he had felt the moment had 

come to put an end to those relationships, he had done so light-heartedly, as 

“women did not mind, or take it in any way amiss that a man should be tired of 

one and take on another”; even though “the first time… he had been rather 

frightened” to do so (2, my ellipsis and italics). Once again, Burdekin‟s choice of 

words (this time of an adjective) cannot be called unintentional. It immediately 
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conveys the idea that men might, for some reason, fear the reaction of women to 

the breaking of a relationship on their part, thus leading us to imagine women 

might have some kind of strong power over them. The idea of a certain superiority 

of women over men is also conveyed by the description of Neil‟s former lovers to 

his change of partners: “First came a rather intent look, then a small smile and a 

shrug of slim delicate little shoulders” (2).  This description clearly signifies that 

women thought such a subject did not deserve any real attention or even a second 

thought, as didn‟t most of what men thought, said or did. However, Neil never 

knew what that shrug of shoulders really meant: “No man knew what women 

thought”, as “[t]hey talked to each other, never to men or boys” (2, my italics) – a 

possible allusion to Freud‟s words on woman‟s mystery, namely to his idea that 

woman is the Dark Continent that still needs to be explored.  

Almost casually, the reader is being instructed in the ways of this society, in 

which a separation between men and women, between male and female spheres 

seems clear; a dichotomy between feminine and masculine starts taking shape. 

Whereas men are physically strong, they have “poor, dull weak brain[s] which 

ha[ve] never really learned to think” (2). “All men ha[ve] beards”, “carry [their] 

head[s] forward” (8) and are “naturally modest”, so they will “not bare more than 

their arms, legs and heads in a public place”. Even the “baggy modest breeches” 

(7) they wear are intended to conceal or give little relevance to their bodies. On the 

contrary, women‟s pride can be seen in “that peculiarly proud, almost tipped-back 

carriage of [their] head and shoulders” (8). “They [are] not emotional except in a 

purely physical sense; they very rarely [express] surprise or grief or anxiety in 

their tones of voice or the look on their faces” (9). They wear “soft white shirt[s]… 

which [leave] the hollow or [their] neck[s] bare” and their short summer jackets 

and dark trousers fit tight to their “delicate, slim little figure[s]”; their ankles are 

“bare” and their soft shoes are “of embroidered leather” (9-10, my ellipsis). 

Women are “always reserved… assured, [quiet]… and certain of themselves” (5, 

my ellipses); besides, they are “the Mothers, and in all but physical strength, 

naturally superior” (6), being adored by all men “in a half-terrified way” (4).  
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Neil attributes all these differences between men and women to God‟s will 

and considers it quite natural that women should “lead entirely different lives” 

(6). The differences in the way men and women are expected to live their lives 

appear quite early: while boys live with their mothers to the age of eight and at 

that age go to a day-school, girls go to a boarding school at the age of six in order 

to learn how to live a woman‟s life. Only at the age of fourteen do boys leave their 

mothers and spend a period of two years in a boarding school, so as to learn how 

to live like a man. Men are not allowed to live with women and these latter live in 

groups of two or three, or even alone if they have young children. Although some 

old men live by themselves (for example, old Andreas), young men never do, as 

they will “feel cold and lonely by themselves, miss the quarrelling and the violent 

fun” (5). So they share a house in groups of five or six, from the age of seventeen 

onwards. At that age they become men, without any “sort of ceremony or 

initiation, such as the girls [go] through at seventeen, in the utterly mysterious and 

forbidden hearts of the Women‟s Houses” (5). Then they start “to work… and to 

make love to women” but “[n]ot ever to girls, because that [is] not allowed” (5, my 

ellipsis).     

On these first few pages the reader is told there are several rules in this 

society which make it very different from his/her own. Rules that women impose 

on men and that the latter accept quite naturally. However, as with all rules, 

societies or civilizations, there are exceptions. Neil is certainly one such case, once 

he starts questioning, even though at first unconsciously, the way things are in the 

world he lives in and his own feelings (let us call them feelings, before we can call 

them conscious thoughts, because in this civilization men are not really supposed to 

think) about the ways of the world. On May Day he feels “queer”, “dull” and 

“unhappy”, and has been feeling for about a year a discontent which not even the 

approaching of the celebrations seems to be able to cure (2). Neil “was a successful 

man in love” but now the “thought of the women” cannot “lighten his heavy 

heart, [or] make him feel less strange and dull” (2). The only thing he is sure of is 

that his successful sexual life is no longer “that pride and joy” (3) it had been in 
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the past. In fact, all the things he had enjoyed in previous years now seem to him 

less important and relevant: “the gradual development of his physique, 

magnificent among a race of tall, strong men… the violent games, the wrestling, 

the feats of strength, and the single-stick combats when one could chip a man‟s 

head and see the blood run down, or the straightforward savage fist battles when 

one could… crack a man‟s skull with a terrific ponderous blow” (3, my ellipses). In 

the past Neil had done all that, as part of his manly behaviour, and he had 

certainly enjoyed doing it. But now “[w]hat really was the matter with him?” 

What was it that made him cry “his heart out… [as] he had not cried since he was 

a boy?” (3, my ellipsis) “[H]e was not ill… [h]e was not old… he liked his job… his 

Mother was still alive, and was not very often away… [s]o there was nothing in 

his present life to account for his discontent” (4-5, my ellipses). Neil goes through 

his life and sees it as “a very ordinary, happy boy‟s and man‟s life, indeed hardly 

to be improved upon” (6). Nevertheless, he still feels miserable and gloomy.  

The darkness that has set upon Neil is so intense that he wonders whether he 

had in fact really enjoyed all the things he had done in the past, “[e]ven those 

marvellous moments of power and rightness when a man fulfilled his purpose, and 

became, for a brief time, a sweet time, one with, equal to a woman” (6). That is one 

thought he cannot endure – that the intuition he has about the rightness of those 

moments might not be real, but simply a fake. He also realizes he hates his body, 

and feels wretched about it. The idea crosses his mind that women look at men as 

they look at animals, “to see if they [are] worth buying” (9). Since he is unable to 

understand the reason for these feelings, he starts wondering whether it might be 

possible “for a man to be unhappy somewhere very deep inside, and for it 

suddenly to come up to the top” (7), a thought he first dismisses as being 

nonsense, only to end up concluding “[t]here evidently were times when a man 

did things without knowing why” (8). Neil does not really understand his own 

reflections but, once again, his intuition tells him that there is some relevance in 

them, that they are important somehow.  
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It is now the right moment to leave Neil and concentrate on Grania for a 

while. The heroine of this novel is no ordinary woman, in various senses. 

Physically, and according to Neil‟s own words, she is far from being considered a 

beautiful woman. He thinks she is “the ugliest, most unattractive woman probably 

in the world” (10). Whereas the other women are feminine, delicate and attractive, 

Grania is “far too big for a woman… as large as quite a lot of men… muscular and 

heavy-built”; her hands are great and square-ended and although her face may be 

considered handsome, it is “not womanly” (10-11, my ellipses). Neil thinks only her 

eyes are beautiful, in fact just like his – “a lovely blue” (11). But these unwomanly 

characteristics do not keep Neil at a distance, quite the opposite. He had always 

felt Grania was a sweet, likeable woman, quite unlike other women he knew, and 

that was because of her face. Her face was “large and too coarse-featured for 

womanliness”, but it didn‟t have “that cold, remote, secret look of other and far 

more beautiful faces he had seen”, and it “expressed so much more than other 

women‟s” (13). That was the reason why he trusted her and liked her so much, 

even “better than Mother!” This thought that he “love[s] Mother… but [he] like[s] 

Grania better” (11, my ellipsis) comes as a surprise and a shock for Neil, as he had 

never considered the possibility that someone could like another woman better 

than his/her own mother.   

So Grania is different from other women, but not only physically. She also 

stands out in terms of her behaviour. It is by now clear women are cold and 

reserved in their relationships with men. They talk among themselves and not 

with members of the opposite sex, whom they consider unworthy of real attention 

and unable to think and say anything of real interest. Men are left to themselves 

and the only contact they establish with women is basically sexual and temporary. 

This being clarified, it is certainly surprising to find a woman who not only likes 

“talking to a man with whom she obviously could not be still in love” but also, and 

most notably, “like[s] him to argue as well as talk” (12, my italics). Even the way 

Grania looks at Andreas is strange for Neil: “No woman ever looks at a man as 

you look at Andreas, except related people. That‟s so strange in you” (15). It 
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should be explained that, at this moment, Neil still thinks he is Grania‟s nephew 

and he does not have a single clue about who his father might be – one of the rules 

in this civilization being that women do not tell their sons who their fathers are (or 

vice-versa), and so “[n]o one [can] ever feel a father” (19). Therefore, all Grania‟s 

revelations are quite a surprise for Neil, who suddenly discovers both his real 

mother and his father are the two people he likes “in a permanent unshakable 

way” (11). In a society to which the concept of family nucleus (mother – father – 

child) is basically unknown and has no relevance whatsoever, Neil discovers he 

has a really unconventional and improbable nuclear family. And that knowledge 

changes something inside him: 

 

…There seemed to be a reserve of power which was gradually filling up in his 

mind; as if there had always been a place for it, a dry pool, with the springs 

above it cut off and diverted. The knowledge that the old man stumping along 

by his side was his father had undammed something… He felt, without 

thinking about it, a warm human sympathy flowing from Grania to him, to 

Andreas, from Andreas to Grania, round and round like the beating of a 

heart… [H]e felt himself the small precious core, the very kernel of a proud 

and valuable whole. (24, my ellipses)       

 

Neil feels that Grania has given him a totally new reason to feel proud, nothing to 

do with all the things that had given him pride in the past. He feels he has 

“acquired something new, and far beyond the range of other and lesser men” (24). 

Thus the reader is given the idea that a kind of sacred family is being introduced to 

him/her - a nucleus from which something new will evolve -, and that new 

feelings, a new conscience, new and different relationships are possible after all. 

 All this happens as a result of the actions of a single woman – someone who 

is 

   

on the margin, between the noisy physical tumult of the men and the 

quietness, the cold, spiritual strength and pride of the women… a strange and 
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solitary figure, too tall and not tall enough, too strong and not strong enough, 

too proud, and not proud enough, symbolizing in her position the place, or 

no-place, or every-place she had in the world. (27, my ellipsis) 

 

It is in this strange woman that Neil confides. It is with her that Andreas – 

this “rather small and lightly built” old man with a “snobbish sort of nose” and 

“about seventy-five” (21) – likes to talk and argue. And it is she who, thinking 

about Stonehenge - which “was all theirs” (i.e, the men’s), although it has always 

been taken care of by the women of England, in spite of it reminding them of the 

unreason and emotion of men – points to a possible and different future, one in 

which women may become “a little unreasonable, a little emotional about other 

things than Stonehenge, and then this tyranny, steel-cold and purely reasonable, 

can be weakened and finally cast down. And all the men know who built 

Stonehenge!” (28).   

Grania is determined to remove the veil that covers History and to let Neil 

know what has led to this civilization ruled by women. She believes “Stonehenge 

was the Beginning” – a time when men worshipped the Sun, a time of emotion, 

violence and fear. “Then the Middle” – when God was/is still venerated by 

women; a time of reason, control and “fear of death” only (28). Finally the End 

must come, and although Grania does not know what it will be like, she is sure a 

“little embryo of a vast change” has taken hold of her mind and that “the End will 

come, in God‟s time, not [hers]. And in God‟s time, not [hers], the End of [her] 

day‟s business will be known” (29). Whatever happens to this idea of humanizing 

men, of giving them more psychic power, of leading a life with truly no 

differences between both sexes, she is only sure that she must spread it and that 

she will “never turn back” (29).      

Chapters II, III and IV of The End of this Day’s Business constitute what might 

be called the development of the story. In these chapters the reader witnesses the 

steps Grania takes in order to pursue her goals, and to start what at first may be 

considered a treason of small proportions, but that she expects will eventually be 
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the seed of an enormous change in her civilization. So that she can indeed pursue 

her objectives, Grania must first of all make Neil understand he can do certain 

things he considers only women can do; she must make him understand he can 

think and act, which are considered mainly female attributes, or else he won‟t be 

able to help her in any way. That is the reason why, in Chapter II, Grania tries to 

explain to her son things haven‟t always been the same; that women haven‟t 

always been strong and men weak psychically. It is a difficult task, since Neil (or 

any other man, in fact) is not used to doing any real thinking: “Her task reared up 

like a mountain, and even when she had got something into Neil’s head it was 

hardly begun” (41).  

Grania begins by elucidating Neil on the fact that men used to have wills, and 

to do whatever they wanted, instead of just obeying women. This has to do with 

the fact that men‟s wills are no bigger than children, while women‟s wills are 

giants: “The female psyche is the strong tough one naturally. The male is the weak 

soft one. It goes the opposite way to their bodies” (42). However, things haven‟t 

always been like this, since there was a time when  

          

the females of the human species were so starved psychically that their natural 

psychic power was not there. They could protect neither their children nor 

themselves… They were meant to be psychically very vigorous and strong, 

but they could not grow. Any more than you can now. (42, my ellipsis)   

 

Neil finds it very hard to believe such a thing could ever have been true, and 

wishes to know how it was done. So Grania explains to him it was “[b]y making 

the infant psyche ashamed of its sex” (42). If a psyche is “proud of it and thinks the 

other is inferior it will overdevelop”, as was for a long time the case with men‟s 

psyches; “if it‟s ashamed of it it can‟t develop at all”, as used to be the case with 

women‟s psyches; “if it‟s content with it it will develop naturally, to the strength 

it‟s meant to be” (43). Grania tries to make Neil understand it is of the uttermost 

importance that both sexes should have the right psyche, because only than can 

both sexes fulfil their roles in society. And when the time comes to lead people, 
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then men should lead “if the qualities wanted are male, physical strength and 

swiftness”; however, “[i]f less strength and more cunning is wanted”, females 

should have that role (43), and the non-leading sex should not feel any kind of 

shame. Grania goes on explaining why women had felt weak in the past:    

 

Supposing you did have a Father-God at the head of this pantheon [of gods 

and goddesses], the girl-children, when they came to know a bit about religion 

couldn‟t identify themselves with the Father-God, but only with the lesser 

women-goddesses, so they would begin to feel ashamed of their sex, and their 

psyches would starve. But supposing there was only one God, and this God was 

purely masculine, and they had nothing divine to identify themselves with, 

then they would starve worse. And supposing this God thought women unfit 

to serve him, in his ritual, because they were somehow dirty and not so noble 

as men, then… they would be still more ashamed, and still more starved... (43, 

my ellipses)    

 

In the paragraph transcribed above we have a harsh criticism of Christianity and 

of the Catholic Church, which have, for centuries, weakened the will of women 

and strengthened the will of men, exactly with the kind of arguments used by 

Grania in her explanation.  

 Once women take over the power, they do to men exactly what had been 

done to them, preventing them from attaining knowledge, from having any kind 

of skilful or responsible job. Men were even convinced that they did not want to 

perform tasks which involved any skills. Confronted with the impossibility of 

performing such work, Neil reacts by stating: “We don‟t want to do those things. 

We‟ve got our own work” (44). This shows how far the indoctrination done by 

women on men has gone, from the moment they are born, managing to make 

them “so starved with sex shame and so uneducated that [they] can‟t contemplate 

doing anything that‟s more than semi-skilled, or undertaking anything at all that 

entails responsibility” (44). Men can only work under the direction of women and 

they despise other men, feeling they are useless, weak and have no real role to 

play in society. As Grania tells Neil: “There‟s as much jealousy, contempt, 
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suspicion and hostility among men now as there was once among women” (45). 

And men don‟t even have the bond of motherhood to unite them, as women have 

always had. The only things left to men are their “sexual attraction and ability” 

and their “feats of male pugnacity”, and these have been left them so that they 

could feel proud as “sexual animal[s]” and so forget all about being “real human 

being[s]” (45).  

The fact that Neil shows some signs of discontent with being just a sexual 

animal, and wanting to be a complete human being, makes him an even more 

remarkable person. All other men lack the conscience that they are 

underprivileged, in relation to women. However, every single one may feel, from 

the time he is a small boy, “there [is] a difference between himself and his Mother 

and sister… [be]tween boys who [will] not be Mothers, only men, and girls who 

[will] be Mothers and rule the world” (46, my ellipsis). And the difference does 

not reside only in the way they dress or hold their heads, but it arises “he feels… 

from the main difference in the structure of the body. So he feels, unconsciously, 

that what is so different in him is not… a sign of power, but a deformity, a thing it 

would have been better to be without” (46, my ellipses). The fact that Mothers are 

“without” and he is “with” the penis shows “[t]he lack is far better than the 

possession” (46-47); the lack gives power, while the possession takes it away – this 

is clearly a reverse vision of the “penis envy theory”, as presented by Sigmund 

Freud and many other psychoanalysts who succeeded him, such as Karen 

Horney.2 In this civilization girls do not envy boys because they have a penis, 

which is considered a source of power; quite the opposite happens – boys envy 

girls because they lack that same penis (and on top of that they have breasts, 

which will enable them to feed children), which means power and wisdom are on 

their side. However, boys do not think about this, rather some may feel it in an 

unconscious way only (as Neil does).  

                                                 
2 For further information on this specific theory see Sigmund Freud‟s Three Contributions to the 
Theory of Sex, translated by A. A. Brill and published by Dover Publications.   



A Look into the Future through the Eyes of Burdekin and Mitchison 

 43 

Men end up existing only in contrast to women, not by themselves and 

certainly not as individuals – their psyches are “starved”, their “brains… dulled” 

and so they will never be able to learn the things girls must learn and their wills 

are “almost nonexistent” in comparison with their Mothers‟ and other women‟s 

wills (47, my ellipsis). They react in groups, i.e., no man reacts individually, only 

as other men do. Neil is, once again, an exception to this rule. Women, on the 

other hand, do not consciously despise men because “as things are now [they] are 

so hopeless that [women] never think of [them] at all except sexually” (47). 

Grania tries to keep her explanations to Neil as simple as possible, and he is a 

little disappointed when he realizes this state of affairs has been kept unchanged 

for roughly five thousand years. Nevertheless, Grania is sure things can change, 

and for the better:   

         

You can change men, or you can change women, almost unrecognizably, by 

sex shame and starvation of their psyches, but human needs are always the 

same. The human need for the self-esteem necessary to full mental and moral 

development never changes… [W]hile the need is there, and it will always be, 

nothing is permanently irremediable. (48, my ellipsis)    

 

Grania tries to inculcate in Neil the idea that things can change, and that he is very 

important, since he may help her sow those seeds of change: “…[t]hink about 

what I‟ve told you, and try to understand it as much as you can, and remember 

you‟re quite different from other men and that I have great hopes of you” (49, my 

ellipsis). If one would, once again, like to establish a comparison with the story of 

Christ, one might feel led to remember the high hopes placed on him by God (his 

Father); hopes that by His son‟s intervention something might be changed. 

However, this rewriting of that piece of a sacred story seems to be damaged 

somehow, since in this version the person who places those hopes is also the 

person who will have to act, in order to fulfil them. And in the end both mother 

and son must be sacrificed, so that change may come. 
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 Chapters III and IV of The End of this Day’s Business present the reader with 

long monologues delivered by the protagonist, a device used by other utopian 

writers, always with specific purposes. It may be interesting to recover Frances 

Bartkowski‟s words on this matter: “The utopian voice is always tendentious; it 

has designs on the reader. Often its didactic points are made in the form of long 

monologues and polemics…”. (Bartkowski: 1989, 9) The subject of the next pages 

of this work is precisely the didactic point Katharine Burdekin is trying to make 

throughout these two chapters, in which she retells a part of the history of 

humankind.  

Grania starts by telling Neil that a long time ago, “when people were so 

primitive as to be almost animals, there may have been in some tribes a kind of 

matriarchy” different from the one they live in, “not nearly so complete, and not 

founded on reason and knowledge”. However, it probably did not last long, being 

substituted by “the patriarchy of the Childhood Age”, which went on for ages. It 

was necessary that men should rule, as women “had no time or strength to do 

anything but keep the race going” (58). Since many children did not reach the 

adult age, women‟s reason to exist was simply to conceive and bear as many 

children as they possibly could, so that the race could be maintained. While 

women were doing their part, men “were undergoing the terrific physical and 

mental toil of subduing the forces of nature to the needs of civilized peoples”, 

hence civilizing the race. The price that “had to be paid” by the race for this process 

of civilization was “the humiliation of women” (58); and because that humiliation 

was wrong, even though civilization itself is not, men are now paying for that 

wrong doing being themselves humiliated.  

Women believe that men‟s time as rulers belongs in the past, while women 

themselves “are meant to rule in what they believe is the maturity of the race… for 

as long as the earth is habitable” (59, my ellipsis). Grania tries to explain to Neil 

that women object to men‟s rule on purely reasonable grounds, since men‟s rule 

could not continue after two major wars:  
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It stopped because men‟s rule, in the end, implied the extermination of such 

large portions of the civilized races that a lapse into barbarism, and a complete 

loss of all that men with their fearful toil, and women by their constant 

humiliation, had gained throughout the centuries, was imminent, and not for 

the first, but for the second time. Civilization would have been ruined by the 

civilized men themselves. (60)     

 

The first war mentioned in this extract is obviously World War One, which cost 

the lives of millions of men in Europe, leaving millions of others injured and 

disabled (see Chapter II – A and B - of this work). Then there is an allusion to a, at 

the time the novel was written, possible World War II. And this second war was 

absolutely catastrophic for the civilization and all its previous achievements, 

making women finally realize “that men were not fit to rule, and never had been” 

(60). By alluding to such a possibility, and to its consequences, Katharine Burdekin 

shows an extremely acute analysis of the political conjuncture felt in Europe 

during the first years of the 1930s. It also proves she was not only an educated 

woman, but also highly interested in and worried about what was happening 

around her at the time. The fact that she had among her closest friends  

         

…Margaret Goldsmith (1894-1971), the American journalist and novelist who 

lived and worked primarily in England, and who, together with her husband 

Frederick Voigt, the Manchester Guardian‟s diplomatic correspondent in Berlin 

in the 1920s and early 1930s, were important sources of [her] knowledge of the 

rise of fascism… (Daphne Patai, in afterword to E. D. B., 165) 

 

may also account, in large measure, for her deep insight into such matters. In this 

novel, and based on the notion that men are unfit to rule, since with their passion 

and emotion they could only bring much more damage to the human race, 

Katharine Burdekin creates a civilization in which women are elevated to the 

highest social rank. Justice is thus made, and women are able to play all the major 

roles in society, which had for centuries been refused to them – in politics, in 

government, in so many jobs and fields of study. In an essay written in 1934, 
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entitled “Can the Women of the World Stop War?”, and originally published in 

Modern Woman, Vera Brittain, following the same lines as Burdekin, refers to “the 

[possible] part women might play in the prevention of war” as being “a question 

of special urgency”. She states “men have controlled the world for centuries, yet 

their civilized ideas are still at the mercy of their primitive impulses. Women, 

however, represent a new element in politics. In many countries they are still 

powerless, but most civilized nations have now granted them a large measure of 

political influence”. (Deane: 1998, 70) From these words we can infer Burdekin 

shared her worries with other educated and influential women journalists and 

writers of the same period, among whom were, for instance, Virginia Woolf and 

Naomi Mitchison. 

Male government was always disastrous, based on emotion, on physical 

strength and on ideas “such as that God was masculine, or that a king was divine, 

or that one set of people was inherently more noble than another, or that one race 

was better than another race, or that one kind of male idea about God was much 

better than another kind” (61). These major prejudices of our civilization are 

demystified by Burdekin, as is the idea that women have some difficulty in basing 

their actions on reason alone. The women in the civilization portrayed in the novel 

have learnt from the errors committed by men in the past, and they are trying to 

make sure they will not commit the same ones. However, this does not mean their 

civilization is perfect, as the main protagonist is trying to explain to her son.    

This narrative inside the novel is also used to clarify how civilization got to 

this point, how women rose to power at the end of the Last War. It all started with 

a “slight increase in self-esteem, caused… by the Christian religion becoming 

formal, and losing its vital power” (62). This change was propelled by the 

scientific discoveries which made Catholicism unable to keep some of its strongest 

dogmas. Women started feeling more liberated from some of the pressure 

previously imposed on them by religion and “they became less deeply and 

unconsciously ashamed of their sex” (62). This led them to consider they were also 

human beings with certain needs and rights, and to “set up a demand for 
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education and political power” (62). And when the Big War (World War I) came, 

women suddenly realized there were many things they could do, “so they did 

endless things of which they had been believed to be naturally and forever 

incapable, and while the men were relieved at the time, even pleased, after the war 

they became very nervous” (63). Little by little women started wondering whether 

men should go on ruling, bringing such destruction and loss of lives to 

humankind; or had the time perhaps come for women to put their psychic 

strength to a better use, “ruling by reason” and making the world “a safe place for 

children to grow up in” (63)? The choice between making the world a pleasant 

place for men or a safe place for children was not a difficult one for women, since 

“the object of all purely female governance is to protect the young” (63-64). 

However, if one resorts, once more, to Vera Brittain‟s essay mentioned above, it 

becomes clear that at the beginning of the decade (1930s) women had not yet 

understood that their commitment to politics was essential, in order to change the 

status quo: 

         

…[A] terrible, inert mass of lethargic womanhood still does nothing, and 

apparently cares nothing. It does not realize that a civilization in which 

military values prevail is always hostile to women‟s interests, and that our 

enormous expenditure upon armament is largely responsible for the fact that 

women, as a sex, are still so poorly and badly equipped. Because we, as a 

nation, spend our money upon guns and battleships, the great majority of 

women have to live in wretched, inconvenient houses, and manage with old-

fashioned, second-rate tools. Because English statesmen are still dominated by 

military ideals, many mothers who might be saved continue to die in 

childbirth. (Deane: 1998, 70-71)  

 

Keeping such worries in mind, it is no wonder that, in The End of This Day’s 

Business, Burdekin creates a civilization in which women take it upon themselves 

to rid civilization of men‟s values; a civilization which abolishes all kinds of 

weapons; a civilization which invests in science, in order to improve medicine, to 

put an end to disease and illness.  
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Men, however, had not thought about that, in the past; they had continued to 

worship war, emotion, blood and patriotism – the “feeling that the people of their 

own country were better than the people of others, and that therefore the others 

were contemptible and hateful, and it was not wrong to kill them” (65), thus 

aggravating the natural differences between the peoples. These were the bases of 

Fascism, which had spread throughout Europe, and especially in Germany, “so 

stricken with patriotism that she committed a spiritual suicide and destroyed 

herself from within” (66). Grania uses a metaphor to explain that men felt lost 

between the Big War and the Last War. It was as if they had been climbing up a 

huge precipice - developing science, controlling disease, mastering machinery, 

conquering nature -, and now that this old way of life was no longer possible, 

since there was no need for it anymore, they really did not know what to do: 

“They were on the flat place [on top of the precipice], and every single thing, 

economics, morals, education, the whole of their social science, had to be 

changed… But the mere idea of this huge change appalled them” (67, my ellipsis). 

As they felt unable to change, they became lost for thirty years in “a horrible dark 

wood at the top of the cliff” (67), because the concepts which had helped them to 

achieve their goals in the past – “their religion, the unquestioned dominance of 

men over women, and one class over another class” (67) – had lost their power, 

their strength, and they couldn‟t find new concepts which might help them to 

continue their evolution.  

Nevertheless, some people accepted the need to face the Great Change, and 

to get out of the wood. Those people were called Communists, lived mainly in 

Russia, and were enemies of the Fascists. They went through much misery and 

pain, but dared to move forward, to evolve, and they were the only people who 

saw the approaching of the Last War without any special anxiety, for they truly 

believed change was necessary - unlike the Fascist governments, which were “all 

of them… afraid of being beaten”, “[t]hey were spiritually strong… They knew that 

Fascism had come to the end of its blind alley, and that every Fascist knew, 

though no Fascist would admit it, that the Great Change must come” (72-73, my 
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ellipses). And the Last War had to come, since “the leaders [of most European 

countries], who were worshipped like Gods, could not improve the economic 

situation” and they had cultivated “death-hysteria” for such a long time, that if a 

war did not come “many of the men, and perhaps even some women, would kill 

themselves if they could not die for their country” (72). Once again, Burdekin 

shows a very clear perception of the motives which led to World War II, and she 

criticizes the Foreign Policy of some of the most powerful European countries 

(United Kingdom, France) when she refers to the “alleged cause of war” – an 

incident on the German frontier with Austria – and to the allies of both Germany 

and Italy, which “were still making up their minds whether they would or would 

not honor their agreements, for they thought there was no particular hurry to 

decide” (73).  

Fascism in all its forms (Nazism among them) is said to have collapsed “from 

inside”, once people realized the leaders had told them lies. And people (especially 

Germans) believed in those lies because they “were afraid of change”; they 

worshipped blood and violence because they “were afraid of life”; they persecuted 

Jews because they “were afraid of Jews”; they sent women back into the home 

because they “were afraid of women”; they joined in groups because they “were 

afraid of [them]selves”; they said “Germany was the greatest, the holiest nation 

because [they] were afraid of the whole non-German world” (76). And the World 

Revolution came at last, twenty-seven years after the Russian Revolution” (80). 

With it women were “once more, and properly this time, brought out of the 

Home”, because “the Communists, both the women and the men, knew very well 

that a non-political, economically dependent, will-less woman is the greatest drag 

on progress there can be, for she will always incline to timidity and conservatism, 

and by her sexual power can influence her husband and her sons” (82). With the 

help of the women the Communists managed to put economy back on its feet, and 

to feed the populations in all parts of the world. Ten years after the World 

Revolution people all over the world were happier, in spite of all the difficulties 
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they had gone through, because “they had hope… of a better life.” (84, my ellipsis) 

And so it went on for more than a century.  

In order to better understand such a complimentary vision of Communism 

on the part of the author, one should not forget that The End of this Day’s Business 

was written at a time when Capitalism seemed completely unable to face Fascism, 

and especially Nazism. Quite the opposite, with the policy of appeasement 

already mentioned above in this work (see Chapter II), European Capitalist 

countries such as France and, especially, England, seemed to condone some of the 

controversial policies of Italy and Germany. Communism seemed, in fact, the only 

system capable of facing the hegemonic positions of such countries. 

Katharine Burdekin was, nevertheless, not a naïve person, and she was able 

to recognize that Communism had several faults and should not last unchanged 

forever. She, therefore, turned once again in the novel to the need for change, and 

most relevantly for women to be the motor of that change. It might be opportune 

to recover Laura Riding‟s (a contemporary of Burdekin‟s) words on this subject, as 

transcribed and analysed by Patrick Deane in History in Our Hands: “In The World 

and Ourselves she laid out a number of recommendations based broadly on the 

conviction that the „outside‟ world of public affairs – typically, in her view, a male 

world – might be transformed by the entry into it of the „”inside” people‟, „in the 

wide use of the word, female‟, those who „serve the amenities of private life, and 

all the inner realities of the mind‟”. (Deane: 1998, 245) She makes it, thus, clear that 

the participation of women in the public sphere can help change it, given the 

insight women may provide in dealing with public matters. Furthermore, 

psychoanalyst Karen Horney stated, also back in the 1930s, that “[t]he restriction 

of woman to a private emotional sphere leads to inferiority feelings because a 

sound and secure self-confidence must draw on a broad basis of human qualities – 

such as initiative, courage, independence, capacity for mastering situations, 

talents…” (Horney: 2000, 121), all of which women can certainly show, if given the 

chance. And Burdekin is clearly intent in giving them that chance, as can be seen 

by the analysis of Chapter IV of The End of this Day’s Business.             
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In this chapter Grania continues her monologue, and the review of the 

history of human civilization, and of how women gradually took over the power 

from men. Since “[w]omen‟s brains, no longer hopelessly dulled by sex-shame and 

psyche starvation, were proved to be better on the average than men‟s, and their 

wills and moral power were far tougher” (87), they gradually rose in the structure 

of Communist societies, occupying key positions in government and commerce. 

Women were in favour of letting the best govern, either men or women; men, 

however, could not accept that the past was behind them and that women were 

also entitled to lead and rule. Men simply “could not reason about it. They just felt 

that they couldn‟t bear their time of glory to pass away. So the second Fascist 

reaction started [and] [t]he old ideas of patriotism and militarism were revived” 

(88). Only women did not go along with it, this time, since their objective was to 

create life, not to take it away; besides they were afraid that the old wave of 

violence and fear might once again subdue them. So, although the new Fascist 

reaction failed, women decided it was time for something to be done, in order to 

stop such revivalist movements, once and for all.  

Being familiar with Freud‟s work and that of their followers, “women now 

knew, what they had never known in their long period of subjection, that any 

human being can be kept in moral slavery by early inculcation of sex-shame” (90). 

They decided to use that knowledge, in order to subject men to their own wills, in 

the name of a higher good – the survival of humankind. Since Freud‟s theory that 

the early years of a child and his/her relationship to his/her parents was of 

extreme importance to his/her development was still considered valid, 

“Communist women eliminated the father”, as he no longer had any relevance as 

supporter or protector of the family. This was not difficult to do because “through 

all the Communist period [some women had] preferred to live by themselves and 

be entirely responsible for their children” (90), so men were not really surprised 

when all women started doing the same. Although the children had fathers, they 

were not told who they were and men themselves were not certain, since women 

were free to be with whom they liked. For the boys “[t]here was no conflict and 
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struggle, no jealousy or envy or admiration of the father, because he didn‟t exist”, 

and so they “accepted [their] Mother[s] as the sole provider[s] of love and of the 

things [they] must have in order to live, and learned to regard [their] own sex, the 

sex that could not be Mothers, as of less importance. So [they] must come to 

despise [themselves], because [they] could never be Mother[s]” (91). Thus it was 

that, as women had in the past been subjected to men, they now started to reverse 

the process and to subject men to women. This shows Burdekin was familiar with 

the idea presented by Karen Horney that not only “there are no unalterable 

qualities of inferiority of our [the female] sex due to the laws of God or of nature” 

but also “[o]ur [female] limitations are, for the most part, culturally and socially 

conditioned” and “[m]en who have lived under the same conditions for a long 

time have developed similar shortcomings”. (Horney: 2000, 123)  

Women also gradually withdrew themselves from men‟s games and sports, 

but continued to impress on the boys “a sense of pride in their physical strength” 

and to encourage them to develop it to its utmost by sport and games, though 

such masculine pursuits were beneath the serious attention of girls”. At the same 

time, women in skilled trades started to refuse to teach boys, with the excuse that 

their physical strength and muscles might be put to better uses, and thus 

“push[ed] men out of responsibility into unskilled or semiskilled work” (93). 

Women considered, however, that all this was not sufficient, and that “they could 

never be really safe until the men could no longer remember the great male 

civilizations of the past”, like the one which built Stonehenge. “So they changed 

the old education laws, and taught the boys and girls differently. There were 

certain things the boys were not allowed to learn” and “Latin was forbidden to 

them” (94), since women needed a secret language – one they could use to 

translate some relevant books into, that they wanted to maintain a copy of, once 

the originals had been destroyed. When finally “men were reduced by the 

strength of their accepted Mother-bond, and by lack of skill, and by their too great 

emphasis on the value of physical strength, and by contempt of their own not-
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Mother sex, to a state of extreme psychic enfeeblement” (94), women proceeded to 

the destruction of the memory of male civilization in men‟s minds.    

Grania goes on informing Neil of some of the major improvements and 

changes under the rule of women: invention is not encouraged as it used to be, in 

order not to compromise “the balance between too much machine-labor and 

idleness, and [between] too much hand-labor and poverty”; pure science does not 

interest many women, as they prefer doing things to simply knowing how they 

function; women “are not nearly so interested as men were in the nature of the 

universe outside [their] planet”, so mathematics and physics have stopped being 

studied; health has improved, out of a large interest in medicine, biology and 

anatomy; although women have continued to make human life by ordinary 

animal procreation only, as a means of keeping their power over men, “they have 

cultivated all sorts of other life artificially, outside the womb, to study fetal 

growth”; women have kept their interest “in the study of the mind and the science 

of sexual psychology started by the old Jew [Freud]” (98), which has allowed them 

to know how human minds function. The fact that women possess that knowledge 

and men do not is a strong source of the power they have over men. Another 

source of their power is pregnancy, which proves they are real women “and not a 

barren creature rather like a man”; “it is the sign, the symbol, of… women‟s power 

over men” (99, my ellipsis). Women also keep their emotions under control, 

especially sex-jealousy, so as not to shake women‟s solidarity, which might 

provide men with a certain sense of power.  

All the things Grania is telling Neil are taught to young girls and once a girl 

finishes her initiation in the Women‟s Houses, she is given her circlet, which 

shows she is already a woman: “It‟s like a girdle of purity, of mental integrity, to 

prevent, by its acquired moral value, any weakness on the part of the oath-

takers… a symbol of women‟s honor” (103, my ellipses). Grania is about to break 

her oath, and to have her circlet taken away from her; albeit for a good reason, her 

honour is going to be stained. Nevertheless, and even though shame will be cast 

upon her, Grania feels she cannot turn back, because she feels that “women‟s 
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retaliation, women‟s perfectly reasonable and logical enslavement of men, lest 

they rise up in all their old panoply of ghastly male silliness and destroy the whole 

lot of us, root and branch, as they once tried to do, has gone far enough” (104). She 

also strongly believes “that women and men are not as happy as they might be” 

and that “[t]his female world… is not right. It is safe, reasonable, uncruel [even for 

men], loveless and dull.” She is convinced “[t]he men‟s world was not right either. 

It was absurd and too unsafe, cruel and stupid, and at certain times as entirely 

without spiritual sex-love as [theirs] is” (104-105). Grania thinks women and men 

really “die of boredom”, and that although there is nothing else to kill them they 

don‟t live much longer than men and women used to in the past. She attributes 

this to the fact that their “old age is unhappy because [their] world is too 

reasonable and too emotional” (105), and she considers that the right life for 

human beings is still to come – when people do not hate old age and have no 

reason to fear death. For Grania such a time can only come when both men and 

women are apt to rule, and do it in “a society in which there [is] no sex-

antagonism”. Although no one knows “what it will be like”, it will certainly be 

“right, somehow. Not emotional and cruel. Not reasonable and dull. Happy, we 

suppose, and nearer to the full feeling of God” (106-107). This desire of Grania‟s 

shows that the women‟s civilization is already changing, “is beginning to break up 

from within… and it‟ll go on… and under God‟s will things will be changed” (114, 

my ellipses). 

Chapter V of the novel brings us what we might call a Conclusion. Grania‟s 

conspiracy against her own civilization is discovered and she is accused of 

treason, for which the punishment is death – both for her and for her son. Both are 

sent to Munich (where the Supreme Council for Europe sits), on demand of Anna 

K., the General Secretary for Europe, who is an old friend of hers. There she is to 

be tried.    

On the plane to Munich Grania falls asleep and has a curious dream. She 

finds herself in a dark cave and the first thing she sees is “an enormous and 

horrible-looking creature, rather like an octopus, flabby, fleshy and obscene, which 
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vomited forth at terrific speed through its great hole of a mouth, a stream of the 

most varied life”. Although she finds it unappealing, Grania is not afraid of the 

creature, since she identifies it with “a female giving birth” (127). Suddenly she 

finds by her side “a very small woman, naked, hairy and much deformed” (127), 

who seems to be there to accompany her on a journey up a very steep, rocky hill, 

and who brings to our mind the image of some ancient women, namely those of 

the Stone Age. This woman does not stay with Grania for long, being substituted 

by “another woman, quite different, with clothes on” (127), who remains with her 

for a short time as well. And so it is with a succession of women who stay with 

Grania during this journey up the hill, which suddenly changes becoming “a 

rocky steepness” and grows “steeper and steeper” until it is “as steep as a wall” 

and they are “hanging on to bits of grass in really desperate danger of falling” 

(127). Then they reach the top of the hill and a woman tells Grania “the wood 

comes now” and will be even worse than the hill. This woman is “small and 

meagre, and though not deformed… very badly shaped” (129, my ellipsis). 

Although “quite young” she has “few decayed teeth”. Her skin is “yellowish-

white”, her expression “mean, cringing, sharp and terribly anxious”. Her clothes 

are “hideous and dirty, her shoes not only quite hideous but also quite worn out”. 

Finally, her hair is described as “thin, dirty and dishevelled” (129). Apparently 

these are the physical characteristics of the women who “get lost” (129) in the 

wood. Grania soon finds out that she cannot go down the hill again and also that 

she is quite alone, although there are many people in the wood: “For the first time 

she had no companion, and no path to follow” (129).  

The dream makes a clear analogy with the period in history that Grania has 

told Neil all about in her long monologue. The difference is that, this time, she is 

experiencing and observing things in the first person, and not just reading about 

them in old books. Now she can really feel what it must have felt like for women 

to endure such harsh living conditions, while men were civilizing humankind or 

fighting their purposeless, endless wars. These are the Ages of Women; it is the 

evolution of the female kind that Grania witnesses in her dream – from the 
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beginning, when everything was so hard, to the period between both wars, when 

women felt absolutely lost, and until the present moment. To get to the present 

moment, Grania has to “[charge] a tree with her head down, like a bull”, as many 

others do, instead of “going on trying to find a way out” (130). And that is the 

reason why the wood stays with them, even though they think they have left it 

behind; they are still lost, as women are lost in Grania‟s civilization. Grania 

manages to escape the wood only by going through it, since there is no other way - 

the problems have to be faced, so that they can be solved. Grania faces her 

problem, her dilemma and finds herself in “some formal, well-kept gardens” (131) 

that she is not sure she likes, although she had thought “these gardens would be 

nice after that awful smoke, and the wood, and that terrible walk up the hill. But 

they are very dull” (131), as all her civilization is. In these gardens “the day [is] 

always gray and overcast”, there is “no disabling wind, but… no sun either”. They 

represent the Women‟s Civilization – “beautifully kept; everything… tidy and 

clean and well cared for and protected… no fear, no appalling labor in travel, no 

suffocating smoke… always neat, safe and monotonous” (131, my ellipses). The 

women are also those she is accustomed to dealing with. 

Grania ends up meeting herself and asking herself if “these gardens go on 

forever and ever”. The answer is that “there must be something better than the hill 

or the wood or the vapour, or these damned dull, gray gardens” (131-132). Grania 

is thus confronted with her own doubts, and reassured hers is the right path. In 

case further reassurance is needed, Grania‟s last companion on this strange and 

premonitory voyage is Anna. They meet in a place where “things [are finally] 

right, like the old octopus-thing”; there is “the feel of God” and Grania is 

“completely happy, at ease, and free” (132). In this place, with Anna by her side, 

accompanying her, reassuring her that things are right, Grania finally dies, and 

wakes up. This premonition she has in her dream that Anna will stand by her, 

even if only once she is already dead, will later on help her keep her track. 

Grania gets to Munich and she does not feel oppressed with this fact, as she 

had been before. Rather she feels “entranced, listening to the German voices”. She 
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feels “it [is] like meeting someone she love[s]” (133). And the fact that she can feel 

this way about Germany, the place where she was conceived and where she will 

eventually die, completing a full circle of life, shows women can also be emotional 

and irrational – even if they do not want to show it, since it is not considered 

proper. Grania is left in a suite by Anna‟s daughter, Elsa; she is also told that Anna 

will come to see her. And there she waits for a long time. When Anna finally 

comes, we get to know she is “fairly tall… but not nearly so tall as Grania”; she is 

“slim and delicately made both in feature and limb”; her skin is “smooth and 

hardly lined at all, pale, but very faintly flushed over the cheekbones”; her hair is 

“thick, dark and straight”. She has got a “very determined mouth… wide and red-

lipped” (137, my ellipses). Physically Anna is the perfect opposite of Grania, and 

once Grania confronts her we understand that her ideas are also opposed to 

Grania‟s, and that she used to have some power over Grania‟s will:    

        

It isn‟t me that‟s the coward, Grania. You‟ve been afraid to come to me all 

these years, afraid to come to Germany. Because you knew you couldn‟t go on 

thinking, even thinking this way, if I was there. I may be the only woman in 

Europe who can, who could, control your will, but there was one, and so you 

were afraid. (139)   

 

However, that power seems to be lost, and Grania proves that she is the one who 

is in control now: “Yes, I was afraid of you Anna. But not now, and your control is 

broken… I was very silly. The fantasy was thinking I couldn‟t see you safely” (139, 

my ellipsis). 

 In their confrontation, Anna accuses Grania of wanting the world to go 

back to barbarism and violence. However, Grania states that “[t]he world can’t go 

back… Civilizations have been overrun by barbarians, but a whole civilized world 

cannot return on its track… The world, now, has got to go forward to something 

better” (143, my ellipses). Grania is capable of admitting there is a risk of a return 

to “male violence and unreasonableness”, but she is convinced the benefits largely 

exceed the advantages of taking that risk, since they are living in “a coward’s 



A Look into the Future through the Eyes of Burdekin and Mitchison 

 58 

world” which deprives “half the human race of its right to grow”; Grania further 

believes “no race can ever be mature while one sex is infantile” (143), so the 

Women‟s Civilization cannot really be based on maturity.  

Almost at the end of their first talk after five years, Grania tells Anna she is 

convinced that when she came to see her she “knew, not only that [Grania] thought 

[she] was right, but that [she is] right” (144) and that Anna and all the other 

women are in fact wrong. And although Anna refutes this claim, later on she will 

acknowledge that Grania shook her beliefs, which was the reason why she tried to 

keep away from her for a while. She could not stay away for long, and so she came 

to see Grania, “[f]rom personal weakness, emotionalism and loss of control” (150). 

She will be the one to keep on carrying the torch; she must be Grania‟s successor 

because she is German, and in Germany everything has started in the past – the 

good and the bad things – and tradition will be kept this time as well. This may 

also be considered as some sort of redemption – from where all evil came, in the 

past, there is hope that a change for the better will come, in the future. Germany 

and the German people are presented as being tremendously powerful in spirit 

and in capacity of concentration, thus being able to do things better than any other 

country or people in Europe – both good and bad things. Anna, a true German, 

will have the concentration, the power, the ability to continue Grania‟s work. And 

although “all Germany is asleep” (151), it will wake up, because Grania‟s call is 

powerful: “Deutschland, erwache!” (152). Anna must also wake up and continue 

the process which will lead to a new world. There will be “more difficulties, less 

safety” (151) and they will lead to the unknown. However, that unknown will 

eventually be good for the whole humankind, not only for the female half of it.  

Grania and Neil are given a last opportunity to talk before both take the 

poison that will kill them, and Grania seizes the opportunity to comfort Neil, 

namely by telling him their sacrifice will not be in vain, because “Anna will go on 

with it. And far better than [they] could. She‟s got much more brain, and caution 

and energy and thoroughness”. Grania feels she had been “wrong about trouble in 

Germany. This is where it is to start” (157). Their destinies had been determined, 
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and so they are fulfilled. Much like Jesus Christ, who had to be sacrificed for the 

good of Humanity, Grania and Neil have to be sacrificed as well, so that a new 

world order may come – better, fairer for all Humankind. 

Their end is indeed known, and the idea one has at the end of the novel is 

that the future is also known – a new civilization will emerge, and it will place 

both sexes side by side, as equals. It may take a long time, but that moment will 

certainly come. Both sexes will have the opportunity to know each other better, 

thus developing their full potential, instead of just concentrating on their 

differences, even though they exist. As Karen Horney put it “we shall never be 

able to discover what they [these differences] are until we have first developed our 

potentialities as human beings”. (Horney: 2000, 15) So, it is important that men 

and women should first of all concentrate on developing the full potential of 

humankind.  

Paraphrasing Daphne Patai, “we should muddle on toward equality between 

the sexes, arguing over and clarifying ultimate political and social goals… 

avoid[ing] the language of hate”. (Patai: 1998, 140, my ellipsis). This is the message 

of hope that Katharine Burdekin also leaves the reader with, trying to show 

civilization is constantly evolving, changing for the better, and that the best times 

are always ahead of us.  

One should keep this idea in mind when analysing Swastika Night, since the 

next chapter in this work will attempt to show how this latter dystopia may have 

something in common with The End of this Day’s Business.                
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IV. Swastika Night 

 

If one wishes to categorize Swastika Night in terms of genre, one may 

consider it useful to resort to Raffaella Baccolini‟s words on contemporary science 

fiction texts written by women, which she describes as “increasingly 

foreground[ing] the interaction of genre and gender”, inasmuch as “the 

questioning of generic conventions by feminist science fiction writers appears to 

have contributed to the creation of a „new‟ genre, such as the „critical dystopia‟, or 

works that contain both utopian and dystopian elements”. Baccolini goes on to 

explain that “[c]ritical or open-ended dystopias are texts that maintain a utopian 

core at their center, a locus of hope that contributes to deconstructing tradition and 

reconstructing alternatives”. (Barr: 2000, 13) Swastika Night seems to fall under 

such a category, since Katharine Burdekin created a text which is clearly 

dystopian, but maintains a spark of hope on a better future, particularly for 

women.  

In fact, this positive function of dystopian texts is also pointed out by Lyman 

Tower Sargent. In an essay published in Utopia Matters: Theory, Politics, Literature 

and the Arts (2000) this author states that “they [dystopias] warn us about issues 

and patterns that we can still change” (49), no matter how dark things may seem 

and how far humankind has gone to destroy the human race, or at least one part 

of it – women, in the particular case of Swastika Night. Tom Moylan also notes that 

the “[d]ystopian narrative is largely the product of the terrors of the twentieth 

century”, since  

       

[a] hundred years of exploitation, repression, state violence, war, genocide, 

disease, famine, ecocide, depression, debt, and the steady depletion of 

humanity through the buying and selling of everyday life provided more than 

enough fertile ground for this fictive underside of the utopian imagination. 

(Moylan: 2000, xi)   
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If one bears in mind that the 1930s were considered “the devils decade”, and that 

European societies were “besotted by greed, destruction, and death” (Moylan: 

2000, xi), it will not be difficult to understand the reason why Katherine Burdekin 

painted her own world in such ugly colours.  

Swastika Night presents most of the characteristics associated by Raffaella 

Baccolini with the dystopian text, and analysed by Tom Moylan in Scraps of the 

Untainted Sky, namely 

      

…[being] “built around the construction of a narrative [of the hegemonic 

order] and a counter-narrative [of resistance]”… Since the text opens in medias 

res within the “nightmarish society”, cognitive estrangement is at first 

forestalled by the immediacy, the normality, of the location. No dream or trip 

is taken to get to this place of everyday life. As in a great deal of sf, the 

protagonist (and the reader) is always already in the world in question, 

unreflectively immersed in the society. But the counter-narrative develops as 

the “dystopian citizen” moves from apparent contentment into an experience 

of alienation that is followed by growing awareness and then action that leads 

to a climatic event that does or does not challenge or change the society… [T]he 

dystopia generates its own didactic account in the critical encounter that 

ensues as the citizen confronts, or is confronted by, the contradictions of the 

society that is present on the very first page. (Moylan: 2000, 148, my ellipses)        

 

These characteristics will appear as the analysis of the novel proceeds, as will 

other aspects associated with this genre, such as for example Darko Suvin‟s idea 

that a dystopian text may “reconcile the principle of hope and the principle of 

reality”, providing a “more mature polyphony envisaging different possibilities 

for different agents and circumstances, and thus leaving formal closure cognitively 

open-ended, regardless of whether at the end of the novel the positive values be 

victorious or defeated”. (in Moylan: 2000, 151-152) 

One might take the analysis of the characteristics which make Swastika Night 

a dystopian text, or better still a critical dystopia, much further, but such an 

analysis is not intended to be the core of the present chapter. Therefore, and in 
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order to finish this brief characterization, let us just remember Darko Suvin‟s 

definition of dystopia, once again recovered and analysed by Tom Moylan:  

       

…[N]ot only does a dystopia present “a community where socio-political 

institutions, norms, and relationships between its individuals are organized in 

a significantly less perfect way than in the author‟s community”, but it does so, 

and is so judged, from the explicitly oppositional standpoint of “a 

representative of a discontented social class or fraction, whose value-system 

defines „perfection‟”. (Moylan: 2000, 155)     

 

We should also remember Robert Evan‟s words on “militant dystopias that retain 

an affiliation with Utopia”, which function as a “warning to the reader that 

something must and, by implication, can be done in the present to avoid the 

future”. (in Moylan: 2000, 181) This might be the message Katharine Burdekin was 

trying to pass on, when she wrote her novel, published in 1937, five years after 

Aldous Huxley‟s Brave New World and twelve years before the publication of 

George Orwell‟s Nineteen Eighty-Four, which reached its readers in 1947.  

 In a decade of absolute turmoil and distress, due particularly to the rise and 

spread of Nazi ideology, Burdekin wrote a novel which was “a cautionary tale 

that clearly reflected prewar British fears of Nazism.” (Rosenfeld: 2005, 36) Gavriel 

Rosenfeld points out, however, that “the novel differed from subsequent wartime 

allohistorical works by preserving something of an optimistic message.” He 

further argues that “[d]espite its dark narrative, Swastika Night remained hopeful 

in the possibility of resisting tyranny”, giving as an example both “the bestowal of 

the mission of rebellion from Alfred [one of the protagonists] to Fred [his son]” 

and especially “Burdekin‟s portrayal of [Knight von] Hess, who, as the proverbial 

„good German‟, represented the belief, still held by many Britons in 1937, that 

Germany might still rid itself of the Nazi disease without bloodshed”. (Rosenfeld: 

2005, 36) This historian nevertheless emphasizes the fact that “the premise of a 

benevolent and cultured Nazi leader rebelling against the system reflected how 

Burdekin, like others at the time, naively misjudged the political realities of Nazi 
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Germany”, an oversight which might be partly explained by “Burdekin‟s feminist 

agenda… (in Swastika Night, Nazi evil stems from aggressive masculinity and it 

claims women as its primary victims)”, at the same time showing “a certain degree 

of wishful thinking”. (Rosenfeld: 2000, 37) Nevertheless, Burdekin once again 

proves to have an outstanding capacity to read between the lines of history, being 

able to foresee to what extremes of violence, ruthlessness and inhumanity Nazism 

might take the world, if it was allowed to. A good example of that insight is the 

allusion to the total extinction of the Jewish people: “They don‟t exist. They were 

either absorbed into other nations or wiped out” (148).   

The novel opens with the description of a religious ceremony – “an ordinary 

monthly worship” (S. N., 5)3 -, taking place in a Swastika Church and being 

conducted by a Knight (Knight von Hess, in this particular case). While “all the 

men and boys and the Knight” sing the Creed in unison, the reader is led to 

apprehend its significance, as the most important prayer in this strange religion. A 

religion which has “God the Thunderer” as the creator of the world and “Holy 

Adolf Hitler, the Only Man” as “His son… [w]ho was, not begotten, not born of a 

woman, but Exploded!... From the Head of His Father”. (5-6, my ellipses)4 The 

reader is subsequently informed that Hitler was “the perfect, the untainted Man-

Child, whom [the worshippers], mortals and defiled in [their] birth and in [their] 

conception, must ever worship and praise”. (6) This divine being - since “God the 

Thunderer” and “Lord Hitler… are God” (8, my ellipsis), constituting a dual 

divinity – in his immense compassion for mortals and sinners, “came down from 

the Mountain… to lead” them, “to deliver” them and to crash his/their enemies 

Lenin, Stalin, Rohm and Karl Barth (“the four arch-fiends”). Having accomplished 

his mission, he then “went into the Forest” where we was to be “reunited to His 

Father” (6), so that no mortal could ever see him again. Finishing the recitation of 

the Creed, the worshippers profess their belief in “the Twin Arch-Heroes, Goering 

                                                 
3 Further quotations from this novel, in this chapter, will simply mention the page number in 
brackets.   
4 It might be interesting to compare this “birth” with the story of Zeus and Athena, the latter being 
born from her father‟s head.  
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and Goebbels”, Hitler‟s closest friends and “in pride, in courage, in violence, in 

brutality, in bloodshed, in ruthlessness, and all other soldierly and heroic virtues” 

(6). The value posited by these virtues clearly intends to act as a reinforcement of 

maleness, of the cult of masculinity, often associated with patriarchal societies 

and/or totalitarian regimes.   

The Creed provides the reader with the genesis of the state religion of the 

society depicted in the novel; it also reveals the paramount virtues to be followed, 

showing they are mostly associated with men and value violence above anything 

else. The reader is, therefore, introduced to a totalitarian and basically masculine 

society, which does not seem to have room for anything feminine in it – something 

that is hinted at by the fact that Hitler was not born of a woman, which made him 

completely pure.              

Another important part of the religious celebration is the reading of “the 

fundamental laws of Hitler Society”, which follow worshippers from a tender age 

– Hermann, an ordinary Nazi, “knew them by heart… since he was nine” (7, my 

ellipsis) – and clarify the structure of this male society, starting from the lowest 

beings: Christians – women – foreign Hitlerians – Nazis – Knights – the Inner Ring 

of Ten (constituted by the ten most influential Knights) – Der Fuerer – and at the 

top Hitler/God the Thunderer. Women are relegated to the bottom of this 

structure, something which again alludes to their irrelevance in society and 

Christian women are especially low and considered untouchable, since touching 

them would be “the uttermost defilement [f]or a German man” (7), spoiling the 

blood, and therefore being considered a very serious and severely punished crime.  

Men and women do not mingle socially and there is a “Women‟s Worship” 

every three months, when all of them are “herded like cattle into the church, tiny 

girl-children, pregnant women, old crones, every female thing that [can] walk and 

stand”, except for a few who have to remain in the “Women‟s Quarters to look 

after the infants in arms” (8). Burdekin‟s choice of words is quite relevant, as it 

reinforces the vision of women as something closer to animals than to human 

beings. Hermann describes them as having “small shaven ugly heads and ugly 



A Look into the Future through the Eyes of Burdekin and Mitchison 

 65 

soft bulgy bodies dressed in feminine tight trousers and jackets” and accuses them 

of wailing “like puppies, like kittens, with thin shrill cries and sobs. Nothing 

human”. This behaviour does not really surprise Hermann, given the fact that 

“women have no souls and therefore are not human”, even though he considers 

they “might try to sound like humans” (9). Von Hess himself, when watching 

them cry, remembers “a saying attributed to the Lord Hitler: „Germans, harden 

your hearts. Harden your hearts against everything, but above all against 

women‟s tears. A woman has no soul and therefore can have no sorrow” (10-11). 

The assumption that women are soulless makes it unthinkable for them to be 

considered complete human beings, placing them on the same level as animals.      

When attending the service women are “not allowed to enter even [the] less 

holy hero chapels” and must stand “while the Knight exhort[s] them on humility, 

blind obedience and submission to men, reminding them of the Lord Hitler‟s 

supreme condescension in allowing them still to bear men‟s sons and have that 

amount of contact with the Holy Mystery of Maleness” (8-9). In short, women 

have been debased and their relevance reduced to the mission of bearing sons to 

Hitlerians. This, according to Elizabeth Russell, accounts for the fact that “their 

loss of freedom is absolute [since] their sole reason for living is reduced to 

breeding”. (in Armitt: 1991, 22) 

For this last blessing they must, nevertheless, be thankful and accept 

peacefully “that law so essential to Hitler Society, the removal of the Man-Child” 

(9). This occurs at the age of eighteen months, before infants can keep a memory of 

the time spent with their mothers and before mothers can corrupt them with their 

own femaleness. Women are considered “not fit to rear men-children”, who must 

be “in the hard hands of men, skilled men, trained men, to wash [them] and feed 

[them] and tend [them], and bring [them] up to manhood” (10). This might seem 

an inversion of some of the “laws of nature”, if we keep in mind that in many 

animal species it is female progenitors who usually look after the young ones until 

they can look after themselves, and that was certainly the case with the human 

race, at the time the novel was written. However, in this society boys are not even 
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supposed to know who their mothers are, as keeping any kind of contact with his 

mother would be considered “unseemly for a man” (10).    

Knight von Hess knows that “nothing [can] stop women crying at [the] 

worship”, not only because of the terror that Knights exert on them by having the 

power to “order them to be beaten, to be killed” (9), but also due to the painful 

memories that such services bring back, namely memories related to having their 

boys taken away from them. He even pities women, due to his knowledge of a 

well-hidden secret, namely that “all over the Holy German Empire… more and 

more boys were being born” (11, my ellipsis). He attributes this to the fact that 

“after hundreds of years of the really whole-hearted subjection natural under a 

religion which was entirely male, the worship of a man who had no mother… the 

women had finally lost heart” and “wouldn‟t be born now” (11, my ellipsis). The 

Knight shares with the reader his opinion that this situation – the reduction of 

women – has lasted long enough and is finally showing its consequences. Karen 

Schneider argues that one can interpret this “refusal” to bear daughters in several 

ways:  

               

…[A]s the women‟s final and complete acquiescence to misogyny – a self-

annihilation born of literal selflessness – or as their unconscious rebellion, a 

literal end to the reproduction of masculine culture. As the text clearly 

indicates, however, Burdekin knew that it is the male who determines the sex 

of a child. The decline in female births, then, from another perspective signifies 

the realization of a misogyny and/or a death wish so profound that it has 

become imprinted on male chromosomes. (Schneider: 1997, 51-52)           

 

Whatever interpretation one chooses, the result will be the same: the complete 

destruction of the human race, unless something is done to prevent it. It is, 

therefore, no wonder that the Knight‟s subconscious plays a trick on him, making 

him exhort women to “be fruitful and bear strong daughters” (13), as that will be 

the only way to prevent the race from “coming to an inglorious end” (12). His 

words are such a blunder that the women cannot believe them, knowing they 
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“misheard”, since he “had, of course, said „Sons‟” (15). But “if women once 

realised all this, what could stop them developing a small thin thread of self-

respect?” (14), the Knight cannot help wondering. If that were to happen and “a 

woman could rejoice publicly in the birth of a girl, Hitlerdom would start to 

crumble” (14).  

After this situation has been clarified and Knight von Hess and Hermann 

have been introduced to the reader, it is time to know Alfred, the other 

protagonist of this novel. Alfred is an “urban, quick-witted… machine-man skilled 

and rejoicing in his skill” Englishman whom Hermann, “the contented [Nazi] 

rustic… slow-brained and bucolic, half-skilled, strong and rejoicing in his 

strength” (18, my ellipses), has met in England during his military training. 

Hermann now works for Knight von Hess and Alfred is “on pilgrimage to the 

Holy Places in Germany” (18). Although Alfred is a member of a subject people, 

Hermann does not regret being his friend, and is quite happy to set eyes on him 

again, even because he has finally realised “that he admired Alfred more than any 

other man in the world… look[ing] up to him… as if he were a Knight” (21). Such 

a heretical idea had never before made its way into Hermann‟s mind and he is 

thrilled to finally accept what he has always felt – “that Alfred was not only older 

and more experienced than himself, but a higher type of man. That his Englishness 

made no difference” (21). It is, however, difficult for Hermann to harmonize this 

new knowledge with the theory of the Holy Blood, which places Germans and 

Knights much above other men in society, thus making his thoughts seem quite 

disrespectful.  

A question from Alfred, however, threatens to shake Hermann‟s newly 

achieved mental balance: “Hermann, have you any sons?” (22) To this question 

Hermann must answer negatively, being reminded that only the subject races 

have the possibility of not begetting children; for a Nazi having children is 

compulsory, which attests to the fact that, in this society, they especially are not 

totally free. As Karen Schneider points out, "Burdekin [thus]… indicates that her 
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critique targets an ideology [Nazism] that implicates and victimizes both sexes”. 

(Scneider: 1997, 49)           

Alfred informs his friend of the intention to destroy the German Empire, 

something Hermann considers just “a stupid thoroughly English joke” (23). 

Alfred, however, insists that he is the acorn and that in time “[t]he oak will grow 

out of [him]” (23). This allegory represents the cycle of life, the death of a being so 

that another one may come to life and grow. The being which gives (a new) life – 

Alfred – must die in order for that new – the rebellion - to prosper and grow. This 

is quite a prophecy or an intuition, since Alfred is indeed the one who will start 

the rebellion against the German Empire, but he will not be alive to watch it grow 

and bear fruit. 

The primary reason Alfred invokes for this step to be taken is the fact that 

“perhaps not all Englishmen believe in Hitler” (24). He also proclaims his faith in 

an unarmed rebellion, as he agrees with a Knight who had once stated “[a]rmed 

rebellion against Germany [would] always fail” (24), because “the Germans are 

the great exponents of violence the world has ever seen – except, of course, the 

Japanese. They are the greatest soldiers – except, of course, the Japanese” (25, my 

italics). This sort of addenda (here in italics) infuriates Hermann, who considers 

the Germans just as good as the Japanese. However, Alfred‟s invective against the 

two peoples who have divided and rule the entire world, and who are supposedly 

at war, but whose seemingly everlasting peace “has deafened everyone for more 

than seventy years” (25) leaves Hermann without a sound argument. The truth is 

that “[t]he peace between Japan and Germany is permanent. The Knights know 

this, the Nazis do not”. And it is so because “[n]either the Japanese nor [the 

Germans] can afford to lose a single man of the ruling race… [t]heir population is 

[also] beginning to decrease” (76, my ellipsis).  

This discussion is also quite relevant, in that it shows Burdekin‟s acute 

perception and analysis of the political situation in Europe at the beginning of the 

1930s: on one hand, the strongest European powers (United Kingdom and France, 

on one side; Germany and Italy, on the other) seeing the moment approaching 
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when they would eventually have to fight each other, preparing for that moment, 

but never really desiring it; on the other hand, the cult of a civilization based on 

male virtues, in which fighting a war was placed very highly.    

Alfred then proceeds to give his opinion on how Hitlerdom managed to 

install itself in the minds of the subject races: “After the Twenty Years War, when 

Germany finally came out on top of everyone, the beaten nations must have been 

all damned tired” (25), and because of that they needed to believe they had really 

been beaten by God (Hitler) and not by ordinary human beings. “It was 

suggestion working on exhaustion” (25), Alfred argues. Periodical armed 

rebellions emerged “here and there”, as the nations started to recover a little, but 

the subject people “were rebelling against their Knights or the army of occupation, 

not against the German idea” (25-26). Alfred is, therefore, quite sure that for a 

rebellion to succeed it must be a “rebellion of disbelief” (26). The first idea that 

must be destroyed is that of Hitler‟s divinity; after that this rebellion of the mind 

will spread, since unbelievers will grow and not all of them can be killed. The 

Empire will eventually “rot from within” (26).  

The subject races may thus be free from submission and not even the 

Japanese will be able to rule them, as they do not have another strong idea to 

substitute the one used to subject those peoples, and they cannot rule them by 

force alone. Alfred explains to Hermann that the Germans would probably be the 

only people who could be ruled solely on force, as it is constituted by boys and not 

by men. For Alfred the reason why Germans remain forever boys is that “they 

don‟t get a chance to be” men, due to “the system”, which perpetuates in Germans 

the characteristics associated to “a male animal in heat” (28). That does not, in 

Alfred‟s opinion, make a man – “a man is a mentally independent creature who 

thinks for himself and believes in himself, and who knows that no other creature 

that walks on the earth is superior to himself in anything he can’t alter” (28). Alfred 

thus intends to clarify that a man can never be superior to another “by blood” (28). 

Alfred accuses Germans of “hid[ing] behind the Blood because [they] don‟t really 

like [them]selves, and [they] don‟t like [them]selves because [they] can‟t be 
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men”(28). It is a sort of vicious circle the Germans have fallen into; and Alfred 

adds that “[i]f there‟s going to be Blood there‟ll be no men – ever” (28). He 

concludes his analysis by arguing that as long as Germans “are still boys… 

[they]‟ll have no souls, only bodies”, because in fact “only men have souls” (29). 

Ironically Alfred ends up, even if inadvertently, comparing Germans to women, 

who are also soulless/incomplete beings.  

Apparently, Alfred has reached all these conclusions by observing the world 

around him and studying the Hitler Bible. He came to realise “that a lot of 

teaching has been put later. And even all the Blood stuff, you don‟t know whether 

that was Hitler himself or a lot of people” (29). This passage provides a clear 

analogy with the Christian Bible (and a criticism of Catholicism), specifically with 

the New Testament, supposedly filled with Jesus Christ‟s words, but of which 

there are several versions that have altered the Master‟s words. Alfred calls the 

Bible of Hitlerdom “an unsatisfactory book… filled with legends” (29-30, my 

ellipsis), which “leaves you empty” (29).  

And speaking of legends, Alfred tells Hermann about another Alfred – “a 

man… [who] is to deliver England from the Germans” (30, my ellipsis). Alfred 

believes himself not only to be that man, but also that he will “deliver the world” 

(30) from German ruthlessness. He, in fact, will only start to spread a new idea, 

which will in turn function as the basis for the foundation of a new world. In that 

sense, “History is only just begun – again” (30) – a clear allusion to the rewriting of 

history, done in all dictatorships/totalitarian regimes, of which Hitlerdom is a 

good example.      

Such heretical intentions should lead Hermann into action, making him at 

the least report on Alfred, and at the most “kill Alfred where he lay”. That was his 

“duty, his obvious German duty”. However, Hermann‟s feelings are quite mixed 

up, and instead he “would have adored to serve him, to be his slave, to set his 

body, his strong bones and willing hard muscles, between Knight [another heresy, 

this time Hermann‟s own] Alfred and all harm, to die for him…” (31), as he 

eventually will, when the time comes to protect their secret mission. According to 
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the laws of Hitler Society, Alfred is a traitor and Hermann has to set his personal 

interests aside and do the right thing, since “where the welfare of Germany was 

concerned there was no friendship, no personal love… Nothing is dishonourable 

[not even killing a sleeping man], nothing is forbidden, nothing is evil if it is done 

for Germany and for Hitler” (32, my ellipsis). This indoctrination of every young 

boy was intended to bear fruit, but when it came to harm Alfred, Hermann simply 

could not force himself to do it, even if that made himself “a traitor, a bad 

German… soft” (32). Once again, Hermann is attributed a characteristic which 

places him much closer to a woman than to a virile man, and it also shows that 

something quite wrong is happening to the Hitlerian youth, making young men 

prone to weakness and even to “very numerous… suicides” (64, my ellipsis). 

The rage Hermann cannot let out by killing Alfred is suddenly directed 

elsewhere, once Hermann realizes a young chorister he is interested in is trying to 

rape a young Christian girl. This both enrages and disgusts Hermann, not because 

of the rape itself since it is one of the pillars of society – “[t]he most important 

thing was to get it firmly fixed in the heads of the younger women that they must 

not mind being raped… [as] for a woman to oppose any man… on any point is 

blasphemous and most supremely wicked” (12-13, my ellipses) – but because 

being with a Christian woman/young girl debases any Nazi, being the ultimate 

defilement of the race. Hermann, therefore, feels it his duty to beat the boy up, and 

he only does not kill him due to Alfred‟s timely intervention. 

Hermann is eventually called by Knight von Hess, together with Alfred (as a 

witness), in order to explain what has happened. He insists on making a 

deposition against the boy, and even against the Knight‟s own will, which leads 

von Hess to infer this sudden strength coming from such a weak man must have 

an external source, and that can only be Alfred:     

               

[H]ow had he managed to develop such a stubborn power of resistance? The 

Knight‟s gaze shifted quickly from Hermann to Alfred. The men‟s eyes met 

fair and square. Alfred knew he was doing what ought to be a very risky 
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thing, comparable perhaps with trying to stare down a vicious bull, but he also 

was very sensitive. He didn‟t know why, but he had a strong feeling that the 

risk was not what it seemed to be… The Knight understood. It was not really 

Hermann who was opposing him; it was this stocky Englishman…  

„Here?, thought [the Knight], electrically thrilled, „in the face of all probability, 

is a man‟… The mysterious flow, strengthening and ebbing and strengthening 

again, of two human spirits which are joined in sympathy, passed between 

him and the Englishman… (43, my ellipses)              

 

Thus it is that both Knight von Hess and Alfred find in each other a kindred spirit, 

someone they can count on to move ahead with their own plans of changing 

society; both aware that being a real man has nothing to do with the Blood and that 

real men can truly only come form the subject races.  

The Knight carries a secret which he would like to be able to pass on to his 

sons. However, as they are already dead, he decides to give Alfred a chance to 

prove whether or not he is worthy of carrying that secret himself. He only agrees 

to do it because he perceives Alfred is a person who speaks only what he truly 

believes in, and that is usually the truth. Therefore, when Alfred dares to criticize 

him -  

               

Sir, where there is no liberty of judgement, there is no honour. „Nothing is 

dishonourable.„ If there is in a man‟s mind any overriding idea, any faith, that 

can make all things honourable, however cruel, however treacherous, however 

untrue, in that man‟s soul there can be no honour. Your word as a Teutonic 

Knight is no good to me.” (46-47)   

 

he knows Alfred is saying out loud what he himself has known for a long time, 

but has not dared to express. Von Hess, therefore, decides he can talk to Alfred “as 

a man” (47) and confide in him, in a way he cannot confide in any Nazi. Nazis are 

prepared to stand all kinds of physical ordeals, but they may not be prepared to 

listen to some truths – it may be an unbearable burden for them. That is the reason 

why von Hess thinks it would be better for Hermann not to listen to what he must 
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explain to Alfred: “[I]t is a question of mind and stability” (54), since “[w]eak men 

cannot bear knowledge” (65). Burdekin, once again, presents us with the idea that, 

although they are physically tough, Germans may be mentally soft. Alfred, 

nevertheless, believes their friendship will be enough to strengthen Hermann, and 

that allowing him to know those truths will, in the end, make him a real man. 

The secret Knight von Hess is going to pass on to Alfred is included in “a 

counter-narrative of resistance”, to resort once again to Raffaella Baccolini‟s 

words. Alfred believes “there might be something important, some knowledge, 

some wisdom, that‟s for all of [them], for all men alike” (63) in the secret the 

Knight wants to disclose to him. Von Hess starts by telling Alfred about his family 

and how “eccentric”, although “not mad” (64), it is. This eccentricity comes from 

“a curse of knowledge” (65) that the members of his family have had to carry on 

their shoulders for centuries, which is in itself constituted by a photograph – “an 

accurate photographic representation of our Lord Hitler as he was in his lifetime” 

(66) - the first Knight von Hess acquired, and a book he made himself. Hitler‟s 

representation is quite different from the “colossal height, long thick golden hair, a 

great manly golden beard spreading over his chest, deep-sea blue eyes, the noble 

rugged brow” (66) represented in statues and pictures. In fact, the man in the 

picture 

              

was smallish… he was dark, his eyes were brown or a deep hazel, his face was 

hairless as a woman‟s except for a small black growth on the upper lip. His 

hair was cropped short except for one lank piece a little longer which fell half 

over his forehead. He was dressed in uncommonly tight trousers like a 

woman‟s instead of the full masculine breeches of all the statues and pictures, 

and his form was unheroic, even almost unmale… This man was almost fat. 

He had, oh horror! An unmistakable bulginess below the arch of the ribs. He 

had a paunch. He had also a charming smile. (67, my ellipses)      

 

More relevant than his real appearance though is the fact that he is “talking to and 

smiling at… a girl” (69, my ellipsis), which can be proved by a closer look at the 
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photograph and at the “young woman[„s]… full round feminine breasts”. 

Hermann is totally overcome by this evidence and even Alfred is at first 

incredulous, since the girl looks “as lovely as a boy” and she has “a boy‟s hair and 

a boy‟s noble carriage, and a boy‟s direct and fearless gaze” – just “an ordinary 

German girl, a Nazi‟s daughter… [d]ressed like that, with long hair, beautiful, by 

no means forbidden the presence of the Holy One” (68-69, my ellipses). Quite the 

opposite, Hitler seems to rejoice in the presence of the young woman.   

 This simple photograph makes the whole theory of Hitler‟s refraining from 

any contact with women fall into pieces. It proves not only that “the women were 

different”, but also that men “lived with women” (69), something very difficult for 

Alfred and Hermann to grasp. Alfred also cannot understand the reason why 

women “have let themselves go down so” (70). Von Hess tries to explain to him 

that “[t]hey acquiesced in the Reduction of Women, which was a deliberate thing 

deliberately planned by German men” (70) because it was what men wanted at the 

time and women “have no will, no character, and no souls; they are only a 

reflection of men” – so “they will always be exactly what men want them to be” 

and do whatever men want them to do. What the Germans did to women, what 

they made them be – “the lowest common denominator, a pure animal” – they 

cannot go on being for much longer, and so “the women, whose discouragement 

is entirely unconscious, are not being born” (70), which in due time will lead to the 

extinction of the human race.  

In the past women could reject any man they didn‟t want and choose 

whoever they wanted to be with; German men considered this a threat and “quite 

outside [their] sense of manly dignity” (71). Besides that, and as Daphne Patai 

rightly points out, “Burdekin sees the male imposition on women of a devalued 

social identity as resulting from a fundamental fear and jealousy of women‟s 

procreative powers” (in Introduction, S. N., ix), which, in the words of 

psychoanalyst Karen Horney, in turn “gives rise to an unconscious tendency to 

depreciate women”. (Horney: 2000, 5) Furthermore, in Burdekin‟s description of 

women in Swastika Night one can also see a veiled critique of Freud‟s views of 
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women as lesser men, as predicated on “lack”, while men were considered as 

“whole”.5 Thus it was that German men felt compelled to deprive women of their 

rights as human beings and as mothers, making them totally dependent on men‟s 

wishes. However, this imposition seems now to be turning against men 

themselves. 

At the time Christians also went along with the reduction of women and 

although they live together, as in a family household, women are no more than 

animals and “they have no souls. They are not to be included in the Jesus heaven, 

and they take no part in their religious ceremonies” (72). In this passage one 

cannot help detect a certain criticism of Catholicism, since women were not, in 

fact, equal to men, as they could not be priests/priestesses. Christians probably 

imposed the reduction on their women because they had always been envious of 

their beauty, and women had always been hated for the power of sexual rejection 

they held over men – the same reasons that had made the Catholic Church deprive 

women of the rights they had had and of the roles they had played at the 

beginning of Catholicism.  

As von Hess proceeds to disclose the secret he has kept for so long, he ends 

up saying the Germans who came after Hitler had to destroy every idea there 

might still be of a different civilization in Europe because they were afraid of those 

memories; afraid they might bring their own empire to an end, as they knew it 

had happened to many others – “[t]he Assyrian, the Babylonian, the Persian, the 

Egyptian, the Greek, the Roman, the Spanish and the British” (77).   

In the heart of the Germans of that time “lurked a fear, not of anything 

physical, but of Memory itself… [which] gradually grew into a kind of hysteria… 

which at last reached its expression in the book of one man… called von Wied”. 

Von Wied is characterized as “a bookish person… a complete nervous hysteric” 

(79, my ellipses), who wrote a book 

              

                                                 
5 For more specific information on this issue see The Freud Reader, edited by Peter Gay and 
published by W. W. Norton & Company, especially “Part Six: The Last Chapter”. 
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 that proved Hitler was God, not born but exploded, that women were not part 

of the human race at all but a kind of ape, and that everything that had been 

said and done and thought before Hitler descended was the blackest error of 

subhuman savagery and therefore must be wiped out. The fear of Memory 

reached its height with him, and he gave us the logical and Teutonic remedy, 

destruction. All history, all psychology, all philosophy, all art except music, all 

medical knowledge except the purely anatomical and physical – every book 

and picture and statue that could remind Germans of old time must be 

destroyed. (79)   

 

Reading this passage one cannot help thinking of a pre-fascist Viennese theorist 

called Otto Weininger, who in his book Sex and Character, published in 1903, 

presented many astonishing ideas, especially concerned with women and their 

role in society, but also with homosexuality and with friendship between men. 

Weininger believed “homo-sexuality [was] a higher form than hetero-sexuality” 

and that “[t]here [was] no friendship between men that [had] not an element of 

sexuality in it, however little accentuated it may be in the nature of the friendship, 

and however painful the idea of the sexual element would be”. (Weininger: s.d., 

66-49) Both these ideas seem to find an echo in the society Burdekin created, in 

which homosexuality is revered, while heterosexuality remains simply a part of a 

grand design to prevent the race from disappearing.6  

 More important than the above, however, are Weininger‟s considerations 

on the role women should play in society, namely that “[t]he woman is devoted 

wholly to sexual matters, that is to say, to the spheres of begetting and of 

reproduction.” (Idem, 88) In this he anticipated what was to be the reality of 

women‟s role “in the new Nazi Germany… simply to reproduce”. (Shaw: 2000, 45) 

Benita Shaw further points out that “[t]he „racially fit‟ were offered financial 

incentives to marry and produce children with the provision that the woman did 

not work outside the home”. This had a lot to do with “the continuing popular 
                                                 
6 Otto Weininger also addressed the question of “the familiar assumption of male pseudonyms by 
women writers [as was the case of Katharine Burdekin, who wrote many of her books under the 
pseudonym of Murray Constantine]”, considering it “a mode of giving expression to the inherent 
maleness they feel”. (Idem, 68)    
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reception of eugenics, [since] [t]he widely held belief that the quality of the race 

could be measured by the proportion of the population holding high socio-

economic status led to exhortations that middle-class women should reject 

„masculine occupations‟ in favour of „making their homes more interesting and 

more racially valuable‟. (Shaw: 2000, 45) Also Winifred Holtby in an essay entitled 

“Black Words for Women Only”, published in 1934, alluded to the rights German 

women had conquered in 1918, in order to refer to what they were already losing 

at the time she wrote the essay:            

 

The German Constitution of 1918 granted equality before the law to all 

citizens. Women entered politics, the professions, the civil services. Between 

thirty and forty-two sat in each of the various Reichstags as deputies between 

1919 and 1933 – a higher proportion than in any other country. They held high 

executive and municipal offices. 

But the Nazi movement has reversed all that. Women may vote, but none may 

stand on the lists as candidates. Their associations are now directed by men; 

since July, 1933, all the girls‟ high schools have been controlled by men. 

Professional women are finding themselves compelled for one reason or 

another to resign from work. Married women are often persuaded to leave 

their employment, and unmarried workers are often asked to surrender their 

jobs to men, as in one Hamburg tobacco factory, where 600 girls were asked to 

hand over their work to fathers, brothers or husbands, or to retire, marry, and 

claim the State marriage loan. (in Deane: 1998, 342-343)     

 

Moreover, “women [were not] unenthusiastic about their newly prescribed role”, 

as Shaw observes. Especially “[c]onservative women who considered that the role 

of the mother had been undermined by the emancipation of the 1920s found not 

only state support for their grievances but an opportunity to glorify their role in 

the name of National Socialism”. (Shaw: 2005, 45) From such a reality to the 

debasement of women and their rejection there wasn‟t such a long path to be 

thread, as Debra Benita Shaw further notices: “Burdekin recognised the 

importance of understanding the link between misogyny and fascism and clearly 
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saw, in the social conditions that pertained in Nazi Germany, at the time she was 

writing, the potential for the complete degradation of women that she depicts in 

Swastika Night”. (Idem, 47)7    

Otto Weininger‟s theories were, therefore, in conformity with his time. When 

he expressed his view that “the female is soulless and possesses neither ego nor 

individuality, personality nor freedom, character nor will”, he was only stating 

something that “has been exhaustively proved”. (Weininger: s.d., 207) Weininger 

further contended that “probably there is no female quality that in the course of 

the life of a woman cannot be modified, repressed, or annihilated by the will of a 

man” (idem, 215), which in fact is the case in Swastika Night, as men‟s will and 

wishes are everything and women subject to them (and always have), without 

questioning. 

In fact, Otto Weininger laid emphasis on the idea that,             

              

[a]s  a rule, the woman adapts herself to the man, his views become hers, his 

likes and dislikes are shared by her, every word he says is an incentive to her, 

and the stronger his sexual influence on her the more this is so. Woman does 

not perceive that this influence which man has on her causes her to deviate 

from the line of her own development; she does not look upon it as a sort of 

unwarranted intrusion; she does not try to shake off what is really an invasion 

of her private life; she is not ashamed of being receptive; on the contrary, she is 

really pleased when she can be so, and prefers man to mould her mentally. She 

rejoices in being dependent, and her expectations from man resolve 

themselves into the moment when she may be perfectly passive. (Weininger: 

s.d., 262  

 

In Swastika Night this total passivity has been completely achieved, and with their 

clear complacency, since “they accept[ed] what [was] imposed on them gladly, 

and adher[ed] to it with the greatest firmness” (idem, 262), thus committing “the 

                                                 
7 For further information on this topic see the works by Klaus Theweleit, especially his Male 
Fantasies, Vols. 1 and 2, published by the University of Minnesota Press, in which the author 

investigates the formation and nature of the fascist psyche in 1920s Germany, exploring the male 
self-image, envisaged as armoured against the threat and intrusion of the feminine.      
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crime against life”, as Alfred called it (107). The crime of allowing “something 

totally different from yourself to impose a pattern of living on you” (110) was 

willingly committed by women, and they have been paying for that crime ever 

since.   

Knight von Hess‟s predecessor read von Wied‟s book and tried to make the 

other Inner Knights aware of the “catastrophic nonsense” (82) it represented, but 

he could not. He, therefore, decided there was only one way to make the truth 

available to the future generations, and that was to write a book himself, 

explaining everything he considered relevant to enlighten those who might seek 

the truth. Von Hess‟s book is quite relevant for the narrative, as it represents some 

“control over the means of language, over representation and interpellation, 

[being] a crucial weapon and strategy in [this] dystopian resistance”. (Moylan: 

2000, 149) After finishing the book, “and having nothing else to live for, but… 

being filled with a perfect faith in the goodness and universality of God [not 

Hitler, though], he took his own life” (89, my ellipsis). Thus the book was passed 

from father to son, until it reached Knight von Hess, who will pass it on to Alfred. 

For Hermann all these novelties come as a hard blow, as he finds it difficult 

to digest that what he has believed in all his life is, in fact, just a pack of lies. 

Alfred thought he “couldn‟t stand it. To have [his] God and [his] belief in the 

infallibility of Germany taken from [him] at one stroke” (92). Hermann really 

cannot stand it alone, and he begs Alfred to tell him what to do: “Alfred, if any 

man I trust will tell me what to do, I‟ll do it. You or the Knight. I don‟t care which” 

(93). This, in turn, makes Alfred think that Hermann “[i]s… perhaps not so much 

childish but rather like a woman, when women were different” (93, my ellipsis) – 

something that is hinted at several times throughout the novel.  

Eventually, Alfred manages to convince von Hess that Hermann‟s only hope 

of survival is to go to England with him, since he “would submit himself to 

Permanent Exile rather than stay in Germany without [Alfred] - a terrible 

punishment [by which] the culprit lost his German status entirely and for ever… 

he was expelled permanently from the Holy Land, and thereafter was treated as if 
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he belonged to an inferior and conquered race” (102, my ellipsis). The only private 

crime such a punishment can be applied to is “[b]ringing a malicious false 

accusation against a German [especially a boy] of having intercourse with a 

Christian woman” (102-103). By making a deposition stating his accusation of the 

choir boy was a false one, Hermann proves to be a courageous man, much more 

able to stand all sorts of difficulties than both Alfred and the Knight thought he 

was.    

Alfred, on the other hand, is quite intent in understanding everything. He 

thinks von Hess‟s book will be really helpful and that “the difficult part, thinking 

by [him]self, is all done” (97). He ends up thinking about women and questioning 

himself whether or not “they think about themselves” (98). He is particularly 

interested in the reason why fewer girls are being born; von Hess cannot give him 

any scientific reason due to the fact that “research into sex biology was not 

encouraged” (104), not even in old von Hess‟s time, since the Knights “were afraid 

the biologists might prove for certain that it is the male who determines the sex of 

the child, and then no one can ever blame a woman for not having sons”, which 

“would be highly inconvenient” (104). Von Hess can only present as an 

explanation for the shortage of baby-girls the thought that women may be 

unhappy, and “have some terribly deep discouragement” (105), which prevents 

them from bearing more girls – who would only have the same fate they have 

right now.  

Alfred tries to deepen his interrogations on why women might feel 

particularly “unhappy now, when they are at last required to be nothing but 

animals”, since they are really nothing but that – “just a collection of wombs and 

breasts and livers” (105). Von Hess argues it has to do with the fact that their boys 

are taken away from them, but Alfred counterarguments by stating that older and 

younger women would have no real reason to cry – the former because they have 

lost their baby-boys long ago, and time is said to heal all wounds; the latter 

because they have not yet reached that phase of their lives, when they will be 

subjected to such an ordeal. For him “that proves they must be something else 
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besides animals and an innate desire to please men… women are something more 

than animals and a reflection of men‟s wishes” (105, my ellipsis).  

Although “women have always followed the pattern [set by men]” (106), as 

von Hess points out, Alfred still believes they can have something in themselves. 

They simply have not been able to show it yet, and “develop whatever it is they 

are” because “they have committed the crime against life” of considering “another 

form of life” – men – superior to themselves; “[a]nd for that reason men have 

always unconsciously despised them, while consciously urging them to accept 

their inferiority” (107), as it suited their own purposes. In Alfred‟s opinion 

“women always live according to an imposed pattern, because they are not 

women at all, and never have been. They are not themselves. Nothing can be, unless 

it knows it is superior to everything else” (107). As there are no women in this 

civilization, “there are no feminine values”, all “human values are masculine” 

(108). For women to overcome this situation and be themselves, they must recover 

“sexual invulnerability” – which they have lost with the reduction – and “pride in 

their sex” (108), which is something every man acquires very early in life. Only 

then can they acquire some self-respect and the respect of men, as well as some 

dignity, which may help them live according to their own patterns.  

Thus Burdekin once again [she had already done it in The End of This Day’s 

Business] focuses on the idea that the society she lived in was a patriarchal society, 

where men set all the standards and that women might behave quite differently, if 

civilization included them when establishing those same standards, since one can 

only know what women are really capable of when they stop “being submissive 

and despising themselves and [with their crime] causing the tragedy of the human 

race” (111), eventually leading it into total extinction. Moreover, as Karen Horney 

has pointed out, “[a]s long as women are thwarted in their personalities, men and 

children are afflicted too. If [women] fight for the chance to develop [their] human 

values, [they] certainly [will] be happier, and men and children will benefit as 

well”. (Horney: 2000, 122) Civilization will then be able to evolve and to 

strengthen itself.  
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For such a transformation to occur there must first be a rebellion, one of the 

mind/spirit – one based in “a new set of virtues” such as “honesty and courage”, 

opposite to the “bodily soldierly virtues” (131) preached by the Germans. The 

former are the virtues Katharine Burdekin could not help associate with the 

English – men who “are incapable of spiritual panic… [being] hard to move to 

dubiously moral courses by spiritual pressure”. And whenever they consider 

something is right “they will hold to it with the utmost stubbornness” (115, my 

ellipsis). While complimenting her fellowmen this way, and especially the Society 

of Friends [who refused to fight, no matter what might be the motives for a war] 

Burdekin is in fact also condemning the use of violence and launching an appeal 

for people to stop all kinds of violence and try to solve the world‟s problems 

pacifically. This is clearly the view of the pacifist in Burdekin. However, when she 

makes Alfred refuse the idea that a man might not help his countrymen in a war, 

even if he is a pacifist himself – “I don‟t really believe in fighting at all, but I 

should have to go in with them. It‟s a new idea to me that a man might refuse to 

fight with his own people” (115) – she is being quite practical about the need to 

fight this particular war (World War Two, which she clearly anticipates as 

inevitable) and to defeat Hitler at all costs. 

Once Alfred gets back in England a fellow countryman gives him the news 

that Ethel – the woman who is currently with him – has given birth to “only a girl” 

(156, my italics)). The words chosen by the man are instilled with a lessening and 

diminishing meaning. In the past such a piece of news wouldn‟t have bothered 

him much, but things have changed a lot for Alfred and he has started thinking 

about things which he had never considered relevant before, namely women and 

baby-girls. It is therefore with impatience – “‟[The baby-girl] was born three weeks 

ago,” snapped Alfred. „I suppose I can go and see Ethel if I like?‟” (157) – that he 

sees the moment approaching when he can go to the Women‟s Quarters. And it is 

there that one of the most extraordinary and touching scenes in this novel takes 

place.  
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The place where all women live, the so-called Women‟s Quarters – is “a large 

cage about a mile square at the north end of the town. The women [are] not 

allowed to come out of it without special permission, which [is] very rarely 

granted” (157). Their life is spent inside those quarters, where there is a hospital 

and a house of correction, in case they don‟t behave properly with each other or 

don‟t respect their masters. There isn‟t anything they need to worry about since:   

           

Their rations [are] brought to them every day, and once a day all women and 

girls who [are] not in late pregnancy or ill [are] made to do some gentle 

feminine physical exercises under bored male instructors. Otherwise they 

[can] do what they [like], but they [have] nothing to do except nurse their 

small children, cook their little rations, and quarrel. Their clothes [are] made 

for them and doled out like the rations. Once a month they [are] driven out of 

their enclosure and up to the church, and that [is] the only time they [are] 

allowed to walk in the streets of the town like the men. They [do] not relish 

this privilege at all, because the Worship [makes] them cry. They [get} on 

better living their stupid lives in little groups of two or three women with their 

daughters and very tiny sons... in the small wooden separate houses… None 

of the women [find] their lives at all extraordinary, they [are] no more 

conscious of boredom or imprisonment or humiliation than cows in a field. 

They [are] too stupid to be really conscious of anything distressing except 

physical pain, loss of children, shame of bearing girls, and the queer mass grief 

which always over[takes] them in church. (157-158, my ellipsis)    

 

When Alfred arrives at the wooden house Ethel shares with another woman, 

he encounters her quite “wretched” and “ill”, although she perceives it “hardly 

more than an animal would have done” (159). She feels “ashamed” as she “ha[s] 

offended Alfred by bearing him a daughter” (158). Ethel becomes quite astonished 

when Alfred uses the ceremonial words “spoken by a father to fetch his holy male 

child” (159, my italics) to ask for his daughter: “‟Woman‟ said Alfred after a long 

silence, „where is my daughter?‟” and she cannot really believe Alfred may “want 

to see her” (159) – in her mind this can only mean he intends to hurt the child. That 

is not, however, Alfred‟s intention, and while he holds the baby-girl he is 
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reflecting on how it would be like to take the baby away from the Women‟s 

Quarters, raise her and teach her “to respect herself” even more than she respected 

him. Then maybe he “could turn her into a real woman”, thus making “a new kind 

of human being, one there‟s never been before” (160, my italics). This is quite an 

extraordinary idea; an idea that could turn the world upside down. However, 

Alfred is aware the girl will “grow up to be exactly like Ethel”, as the moment for 

such a change has not come yet.  

Furthermore, being in a room with a woman for so long made Alfred feel 

restless, and he attributes that restlessness to the fact that all men “are ashamed of 

[the] low vile pattern that has been set [the women‟s] to live. Their appearance and 

manner are criticism as loud as if they screamed at [them] and [men] can‟t stand 

it” (162). He is aware that he couldn‟t love Ethel, because of what she is – what 

men have turned her into. But he could love Edith, as she has not been corrupted 

by men‟s patterns yet. She is “just Edith, [his] child” (162). Therefore, when Edith 

becomes hungry and has to be fed, Alfred feels cast aside and he hates it. He is 

“furious with Ethel for being able to do something for the baby he could not do 

himself”, as he conceives Edith as being “entirely his” and thinks “no one else 

ought to touch her” (163), not even her mother – or especially not her mother. Being 

unable to do anything else for this newly born baby he has just begun to love, 

Alfred instructs Ethel, with the uttermost violence, to “take proper care of Edith” 

or he will “beat [her] till [she] can‟t stand up”. This violent reaction is important 

 

in demonstrating, on a domestic level, the impulses that have moulded the 

fascist state. He responds violently to the realization that he alone cannot 

„make a new kind of human being‟ because the nature of woman is such that, 

even in a reduced state, she performs an important function that, to him, will 

always be a mystery, and that he can never wrest from her control. (Shaw: 

2000, 57)   

 

Ethel daringly promises to look after Edith the only way she knows how: “I – I 

will care for her always as if she were – were a boy” (164). When he gets outside, 
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Alfred is full of a new rage against Germans, since they were the ones who 

separated him from his daughter. Having been with the baby-girl has changed his 

feelings completely, to the point that he ends up wishing Edith would die, so as 

not to spend her entire life in the Women‟s Quarters, with its foul and unbearable 

atmosphere.  

After being with Ethel and Edith, Alfred tells Fred (his son) about his 

adventures in Germany, about Hermann and his infamous new status of 

Permanent Exile, and about the legacy von Hess has bestowed upon him. Fred has 

some sort of premonition when he hears about the place where Alfred has hidden 

the book - Stonehenge: “That isn‟t a safe place, Father… Not really safe… 

[b]ecause someone may find it. And you can‟t absolutely trust to the terror Nazis 

have about Stonehenge and ghosts generally” (168, my ellipses). In fact he will be 

proved right, when the secret hideout is suddenly discovered by a group of Nazis. 

Alfred feels the need to “go down to Amesbury… and see [his] old friend 

Jack Brown”, in order to “compare [the Christians‟] legends with what von Hess 

says” (167). It is interesting to notice the Christian community is settled where 

(according to history and legend) the first Christians in Great Britain once 

established their own settlement. That initial settlement is said to have included 

Joseph of Arimathee, who brought with him a piece of the thorn-crown used to 

crucify Jesus. It is also curious that the leader of the Christians has the same name 

of that first leader in Amesbury centuries before. Even his last name might be 

considered an allusion to the skin-colour of those first Christians, some of whom 

came from Galilee and were therefore quite dark-skinned. 

Much of what Joseph Black has to say about the past was passed on to him 

by his ancestors as part of an oral tradition [even because only the ruling class and 

some specific members of the subject races are allowed to learn to read and write, 

both of which are considered “heathen” (176) by the Christians], which accounts 

for the fact that the knowledge transmitted is often twisted – something which 

Alfred can only understand given the fact that he now possesses larger hindsight 

of the past. That is the case with, for example, the shaving of women‟s hair and the 
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length of men‟s hair: “But our women are shaved because the blessed Paul [the 

Apostle] said, „A woman‟s hair is her shame, therefore let her be shorn.‟ And its 

truth is evident in the fact that a man‟s hair is his glory and his strength lies in it, 

like Samson in the den of lions”. He also believes that “if men cut their hair off or 

shaved their heads… [t]hey could beget no children and would come to a 

deserved extinction” (175, my ellipsis). 

Christians are against violence, as it only adds more sin to what already 

exists, so they would not “overthrow the Germans by violence” (175), even if they 

had the chance to do it. They prefer to wait instead for the judgment of God, who 

will not extend His mercy to them. Joseph identifies the first sin with the murder 

of Abel by his brother Cain, “because they both wanted to be King of the Jews. 

Then sin was there, the sin of pride and power, and all the other sins sprang from 

that one…” (178). The Germans share these sins with the first sinners – Cain and 

Abel- and have built their empire both on power and on pride, which means they 

are not so different from the people they managed to exterminate. Christians, on 

the other hand, love each other like Father and Son, and even though they may 

dispute, they will never fight one another. This shows this Christian community 

has returned to the teachings of Jesus and to the ways of the first Christians. 

Burdekin once again criticizes Catholicism, which had (at the time the novel was 

written) lost much of its initial purity, sobriety and sense of righteousness.     

There are many more issues which interest Alfred but Joseph will not speak 

about them [they remain “a mystery” to him] probably because he “has all this 

Christianity muddled up” (179), so Alfred thinks. At the end of their last meeting 

Joseph has a feeling that Alfred may be doing something dangerous and he offers 

Fred refuge for his family, as a token of gratitude [Alfred has once saved one of 

Joseph‟s sons] and friendship which Fred is bound to remember later on.  

The moment finally comes when a simple-minded Christian boy 

inadvertently leads a Nazi party to the hideout, where Alfred, Fred and Hermann 

are studying von Hess‟s book. In the heat of the struggle that follows Hermann is 

killed by the Nazis. He thus fulfils his destiny of dying for Alfred (more than 
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anything/anyone else it is Alfred that Hermann wants to protect), since while he 

is keeping the Nazis at bay, Fred is leaving through another exit, taking the 

precious book with him. Debra Benita Shaw suggests that “his „last fight‟ is 

perhaps symbolic also of the death of the German Empire – the final destruction of 

the „idea‟ which holds it together”. (Shaw: 2000, 63)  

It is also because of him that Alfred is killed, as he cannot stand one of the 

Nazis “kick[ing] savagely at Hermann‟s dead face”, losing control “for the first 

time since his boyhood” and “deal[ing] the Nazi a smashing blow on the mouth. 

After that as far as he could make out the dug-out collapsed on him” (193-194). 

Both friends, united even in death, may be considered martyrs who must die so 

the truth can be concealed, for the time being, only to be revealed in due time.  

Alfred wakes up again in hospital and “in great pain”. There he talks to Fred 

for the last time, who tells him the book is safe in a “[m]uch better place than the 

dug-out… with Joseph Black”. The Germans despise the Christians too much to 

search their huts, which makes them the perfect hiding place for such a precious 

asset: “‟So you must understand‟, Fred whispered very earnestly, „that the book‟s 

safe as long as there are Christians in the land… It‟s the very place for the Truth… 

And I shall train the men who are to spread it when the time comes. It‟ll be 

difficult, but I shall be able to do it” (195, my ellipses). Fred is well aware of the 

difficulties that await him, but he is courageous and intelligent and will not give 

up his mission. Alfred‟s last advice is quite relevant, as this rebellion should be of 

the mind and not of the body: “[B]e – less stupid and less – violent” (195). Alfred‟s 

last thoughts are for Edith, for whom there is “[n]othing – to be – done. Must be 

left” alone until mentalities change – and for Knight von Hess, whose “eyes [look] 

pleased”, approving of what Alfred has done to keep his oath. Alfred dies in 

peace, convinced he has done well and that his son will do even better.        

Swastika Night is a clear libel against the war, against Nazism, against 

patriarchy and its values, and against a civilization based on male virtues, such as 

violence and bloodshed. It is also a libel for democracy, for the need to implement 

it at all costs. Even if there are some flaws in it, the alternative [“authoritarian 
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government, a Fuehrer, an oligarchy, government by the army”] ends up being 

“complete stagnation” (146). 

Bearing in mind that The End of this Day’s Business and Swastika Night were 

written within a two-year interval, the writing of the latter shows a particularly 

attentive look at the political, economic and social atmosphere of that time, as well 

as a deep intuition related to what the signs might mean in the future, along with 

a feeling that such signs had to be read and made clear to the public, in order to 

call for their attention and action.   

As far as this specific work is concerned, one is now about to move from a 

novel immersed in violence and pain, and which brings us memories of the Final 

Solution adopted by Nazism to bring the Jewish race to an end, to Solution Three, 

which seeks different solutions to heal some of the problems Humankind may 

have to face in the future. This novel shall be the focus of analysis of the next 

chapter.     
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V. Solution Three  

 

Any attempt to categorize Solution Tree, in terms of genre, will meet with 

some difficulties. If, on the one hand, one may be tempted to consider it a utopian 

novel, still attached to “[t]he utopian current of the 1960s [which] flowed largely 

within a tide of technological optimism”, as Krishan Kumar has put it in Utopia 

and Anti-Utopia in Modern Times (402), especially if one considers the relationship 

of dependence that the Councillors seem to have with the computers in the novel; 

on the other hand, one cannot help considering the dystopian elements 

interspersed throughout the narrative, such as the enforced separation of clone 

babies from their clone mums and the strengthening they must endure, in order to 

better resemble Him or Her, to give just two examples. 

Solution Tree may thus be considered a critical utopia, which according to 

Lyman Tower Sargent depicts  

 

a non-existent society described in considerable detail and normally located in 

time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous reader to view as 

better than contemporary society but with difficult problems that the 

described society may or may not be able to solve and which takes a critical 

view of the utopian genre. (in Moylan: 2000, 74)   

  

In this same line it might be apposite to mention Joanna Russ‟s opinion à 

propos several novels written throughout the 1970s, namely Le Guin‟s The 

Dispossessed (1974), her own The Female Man (1975) and Marge Piercy‟s Woman on 

the Edge of Time (1976), among others. Russ stressed that the writing of such stories 

was clearly informed by the problems and situations lived in the authors‟ own 

societies: “urban alienation, class exploitation, war and military rule, sexual 

repression, alienated labor, and an adolescence racked with „sexist restrictions, 

sexual objectification, or even outright persecution‟”. (Idem, 81) Solution Three, 

although not mentioned by the novelist, was also published in 1975, and many of 
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the issues mentioned by Russ were quite dear to Naomi Mitchison, having 

informed the writing of much of her work. 

Tom Moylan himself expands on this subject, stating that “[t]he personal is 

clearly political for all [those] authors. They all attack the injustices being exposed 

and challenged by the political movements, and they all posit a collective response 

to the work that needs to be done”. (Moylan: 2000, 81) Throughout the analysis of 

Solution Three it will be made clear that Mitchison was indeed worried about the 

need for people to play an active role in finding a solution to some of those 

problems, which were also their own. 

In fact, while writing Solution Three, Mitchison may well have been trying to 

achieve some of the goals of critical utopias, as stated by Moylan:   

 

…furthering the processes of ideological critique, consciousness-raising, and 

social dreaming/planning that necessarily inform the practice of those who 

are politically committed to producing a social reality better than, and beyond, 

the one that currently oppresses and destroys humanity and nature. (Moylan: 

2000, 82)   

 

 Also Frances Bartkowski, addressing the issue of feminism in utopian 

writing, may help us categorize Solution Three, especially when she argues that 

“[f]ew feminist utopias of the 1970s take on a total revision of the world women 

might make”. Indeed, Mitchison does not seem solely preoccupied with what 

women might make, but she clearly presents us with “an extensive social critique 

which exposes and makes use of the dystopian as well”. (Bartkowski: 1989, 12) 

This social critique is enlarged to include a deep concern for the relationship 

humankind has established with nature, especially when it comes to the 

exhaustion of Earth‟s resources. According to Krishan Kumar, “most feminist 

utopias” are ecological utopias – ecotopias – “going as far back as Herland”, by 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman (Kumar: 1991, 103), and being constituted “out of the 

lively and extended debate about energy and resources that took place in the wake 

of the 1973 oil crisis, and out of the critique of large-scale organization and 
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technology that was a central feature of the 1960s radicalism”. (Kumar: 1987, 403) 

This author, however, stresses that “[t]he ecotopia was by no means anti-

technology, nor was it a nostalgic harking back to pre-industrial ways of life. It 

insisted that all the ingenuity of modern science and all the technical inventiveness 

of modern society would be required in the design of the new „utopian 

technology‟”. (Idem, 407) Technological development is clearly deemed relevant 

and celebrated in Solution Three.     

Going back to feminist utopias, Kumar further notes that “[m]ale domination 

is often linked in these utopias to the exploitative and destructive uses of science 

and technology” (idem, 103), which may be the case with the novel under analysis 

in this chapter, since it is set in a post-apocalyptical world, in which wars and 

violence are completely abhorred. Krishan Kumar furthermore considers that  

 

[f]eminism and ecology are… often to be found conjoined in the same utopian 

works and for much the same reasons. For just as utopia has proved a creative 

form to the feminist movement in imagining futures for women, in trying out 

possible worlds, so too it has been stimulated by the requirements of the 

ecology movement for themes and images of an ecologically balanced and 

harmonious world. (Kumar: 1991, 103, my ellipsis)   

 

 In order to finish this brief categorization of Solution Three, it might be 

relevant to pay some attention to Ruth Levitas, who, in an essay entitled “Utopia 

Matters?”, expresses her conviction that “[u]topia also entails refusal; the refusal 

to accept that what is given is enough; the refusal to accept that living beyond the 

present is delusional; the refusal to take at face value current judgements of the 

good, or claims that there is no alternative”. (in Vieira and Freitas: 2005, 42) While 

analysing Solution Three, we will find out just how clearly Naomi Mitchison has 

voiced such refusals. 

Naomi Haldane Mitchison (by marriage) was born in 1897, five years after 

her later on famous brother J. B. S. Haldane (scientist and science writer), and into 

quite an influential family - her father was the renowned scientist John Scott 
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Haldane, and her mother Louisa Kathleen Trotter was herself a fighter for the 

rights of women. Having such background and surrounding environment, it is not 

difficult to imagine that Naomi Mitchison might have grown a liking for science 

and experimentation. In fact, Jenni Calder, one of Mitchison‟s biographers, states 

that although “there was an assumption that [Naomi] could not share in her 

father‟s activities as her brother could”, she “was not discouraged” from doing it. 

(Calder: 1997, 9) Eventually, Naomi Mitchison transposed her scientific curiosity 

into the realm of literature, in which she was accompanied by her close friend 

Aldous Huxley.  

À propos the friendship and the literary interests that united both writers, 

Maria Aline Ferreira claims that Solution Three may have been written “as a 

feminist response to and critique of Aldous Huxley‟s Brave New World” (Ferreira: 

2005, 180), “a novel with which [it] can be seen as engaged in an ongoing 

dialogue”, “providing a nuanced corrective to many of the grim visions 

dramatized in Huxley‟s novel”. (Idem: 2005, 173-180) The object of this chapter is 

not, however, a comparative analysis of these two novels, since much has already 

been said about what unites and separates them. 

In 1975, then, Naomi Mitchison was engaged in writing a novel which would 

call people‟s attention to the depletion of resources carried on by humankind, as 

well as to different ways of reproduction – issues quite dear to scientists in 

general, and cytologists and geneticists in particular. Let us not forget that the 

novel was forged in the wake of the oil crisis of 1973 (as referred to above in this 

chapter) and only “three years before the birth of Louise Brown, the first IVF [in 

vitro fertilization] baby”, as Katerina Kitsi-Mitakou has pointed out. (in Domna 

Pastourmatzi: 2002, 218)    

The novel is set in a not-so-distant future - in the twenty-second century, to 

be more precise – and throughout Chapter One the reader is filled-in on how the 

depicted society has reached its current state of development. The reader becomes 

acquainted with the Council, which is constituted by a group of female and male 

Councillors, who try to put into practice the regulations forged by Him and Her 
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and laid down in the Code. The reader is then made aware of the fact that this 

civilization has survived a “terrible crisis of Aggression and all that came with it, 

including the annihilation, as living and food-producing spaces, of large parts of 

the Earth‟s surface, including many major cities” (S. T., 7)8. It is relevant to know 

that Solution One was created by Her, “mainly to put through the food and 

population policy and to bring back sanity and order” (7), after a long period of 

uncertainty. There followed Solution Two, “when [the Councillors] saw their idea 

of a world at last with a dropping population, and with a genuine diminution of 

aggression, group or personal” (7). That solution had already been put in practice 

by the Council, since both “He and She, as separate individuals, had… ceased” 

and the only things that remained were their “tissues which would continue them 

forever, in all their excellence” (8) .  

That was when the first attempts at cloning were made, at the beginning 

simple “failures… [which] too had been half expected”, since “nothing utterly new 

succeeds at once” (8, my ellipsis).  The Professorials – a group of scientists 

engaged in researching all fields of scientific knowledge – “understood that; it was 

their glory”, as “things had begun to go well, not only with cloning but with the 

world” (8). Nevertheless, Solution Two did not last, being substituted by Solution 

Three - and “by now the A to C Clones [all  clones have a letter and a number to 

distinguish them] were all over twenty, their education finished, and their 

observation and participation beginning to show effect” (8). Solution Three is 

considered by Ric – a Councillor involved with history - “the great step in human 

self-knowledge and control” (14), and finally “there seem[s] to be the possibility of 

a peaceful humanity with problems which [can] at least be broken up into 

dimensions which the mind [can] grasp without discouragement, helped by the 

computers but not mastered by them” (8, my italics). This distinction between 

“helping” and “mastering” is quite interesting, showing that Mitchison was in 

favour of technology, as used to improve people‟s lives and solve their problems, 

                                                 
8 Further quotations from this novel, in this chapter, will simply mention the page number in 
brackets.   
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but never being allowed to control humanity. Thus it is that the computers 

provide an important assistance in solving the problems that arise in everyday life, 

but the data they have access to is always fed into them by the Councillors or the 

Professorials. The computers are relegated to analysing data and suggesting 

possible solutions for the problems presented. 

After the Aggressions it had been necessary to build mega-cities, since the 

older cities had been terribly damaged. These new cities were “uncontaminated by 

the old values, social or aesthetic” (9). They had thus been   

 

 built strictly for the purpose of saving the human population which was then 

necessarily crammed together, leaving as much land as possible for the food 

fields and, above all, equalizing the living space so that the old aggression 

provoking patterns were gone forever (9).  

 

In this description one can detect an allusion not only to the rising problem of food 

production and distribution, in a world more and more overpopulated, but also to 

capitalism, which allows the huge gaps between the wealthy and the poor to go on 

widening, something which was already evident in the 1970s. So it was that, 

through a policy of egalitarian distribution of living spaces to the population -

according to the established norm, and Councillors included (so as to set an 

example) - the Council managed to reduce violence in the cities.  

 An interesting feature of the “mega-city of the northern temperate zone, 

where most of the cloning took place” (8-9) was that “the first Council offices… 

had been overplanned with an impressive main hall so that everybody in the whole 

world could, if they chose, listen and see and participate in some meetings at least” 

(10, my ellipsis and italics). Even if one considers there is some exaggeration on 

the part of the Council in inviting everyone to the meetings, the fact is that the 

need for participation, for having something to say in solving the problems that 

arise, in living and working as part of a community, is a recurrent motif 

throughout the novel, thus mirroring Naomi Mitchison‟s own way of life – her 

own notion that “[i]ndividual relations were the bricks out of which a more 
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communal intimacy and sharing could be built”. (Calder: 1997, 186) Mitchison was 

clearly attempting to create a society which was trying to escape some of the 

errors that had been committed by the patriarchal society and the many 

totalitarian regimes that had preceded it. In an essay entitled “The Home and a 

Changing Civilisation”, written back in 1934, Mitchison had already expressed her 

conviction that “there must be no ownership, no patriarchy” and that the only 

way to prevent it was through the adoption of “some form of equalitarian 

society”. (in Deane: 1998, 234) 

However, such a task was not an easy one, since “in settled times there was 

less and less interest”, even though “[v]arious ways of encouraging interest were 

tried out” by the Council (10). Mitchison is clearly alluding to a lack of interest  in 

the public sphere which had already been detected and criticized by Katharine 

Burdekin, among other female writers, at the beginning of the twentieth century – 

people tended to concentrate on their own personal problems and not to get 

involved in the public affairs, which they thought should be left to politicians. 

The Council is presided over by a woman - Convenor Mutumba -, much in 

Mitchison‟s tradition of appointing relevant roles to women. Jenni Calder points 

out that “[i]n each of Naomi‟s full-length works of science fiction, women feature 

centrally and in all her shorter fiction stories they are important. They are 

scientists, at the frontiers of research”. (Calder: 1997, 270)  

The place where the Council is meeting does not only have “real flowers in 

the old tradition, but real water, even drinkable, and real fire” (10), which gives us 

the notion that all these goods have almost been depleted, hence the value placed 

on their “real existence”; but it also leads us to view the Councillors as people with 

some privileges – a contradiction, given the fact that such privileges related to 

class and social hierarchies are supposed to have been totally wiped out in this 

society of the future. Mitchison might be trying to pass on the message that 

privileges of class are very difficult to eradicate, and can sometimes be seen in 

very small things. In this meeting room, right “[b]ehind Mutumba there was a 

ritualized picture, delicately painted perhaps in Bali or some other part of south 
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east Asia [where] [h]ills rose, rivers meandered, angels and demons perched and 

flew” and which represented “the historic meeting, Him and Her, both, as in real 

life, aged; but in the conventions of this picture, both were white haired, heavily 

wrinkled and haloed, and supported by followers in attitudes of devotion” (10-11). 

The picture alone would not be of particular interest, if it weren‟t for the fact that  

 

Mutumba and the other Councillors knew well enough that the meeting had 

taken place in quite other, urban conditions, and that, considering their ages 

and what they had gone through, both looked unusually well preserved, a 

little impatient of help and in possession of all their faculties (11).  

 

This may signify that historical moments and facts tend to be altered by 

whomever in charge of the government, in order to suit a certain purpose, even 

when the rulers are considered to be above any suspicion.  

 The Council acts as a world government, and is in charge of ensuring that 

people all over the world accept the Code and the population policy, which seems 

in the way of happening, since “a real population reduction [is] taking place” and 

there is “an increasing percentage of Clones among the young people” (11). Jussie, 

the Councillor who supervises clone mums and their clone babies, while looking 

at some statistics, finds out that “[t]here still seem to be a number of the 

Professorials giving birth. After actual copulation”, something deemed utterly 

“odd” (12). A considerable number of the Professorials has not “moved to what 

[is] now called Solution Three”, remaining on the fringes of society, behaving in 

“unsocial ways” and being considered “social misfits” (13), due to their “hetero-

sexuality… rather an unpleasant word” that the Councillors pronounce with 

distaste and disgust (13-14, my ellipsis). However, the Professorials had been the 

ones to concentrate on “the Cloning… [which] could never have been done 

without the work of the biologists Quereshi and the great Sen and, earlier, Watson 

[to whom Mitchison pays homage in the dedication on one of the first pages of the 

book] and Mitchison [a clear reference to Mitchison‟s beloved brother and eminent 

biologist] (16, my ellipsis). Although the Professorials had not been willing to 
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completely accept Solution Three, “force was not to be used on them.” Even if “the 

majority of the non-clone births were among this class”, they should receive 

“[o]nly understanding” (16).  

Nevertheless, their option is quite difficult to understand, especially for a 

person like Councillor Ric, who believes “the real thing [is] man to man and 

woman to woman” and that “[t]here alone [is] love”, which is in itself “strength” 

and “part of the Code”, whereas “in the old inter-sex pattern, it had always led to 

violence and pain” (16), as it was plain to see from the reading of works by 

“Shakespeare, Molière, Tolstoy”: “Tragedy, tragedy” (16). Ric is himself strongly 

attracted to “Bobbi, the Clone boy, the existing, moving sliver of Him, eighteen 

years old, already intent on the purpose which those genes revealed to him”; and 

he feels utterly “unworthy” (17) of loving and being loved by a clone, since they 

are supposed to be perfect, being made in His image. Besides, Ric does not even 

know whether or not “the Clone boys should love only one another, heightening 

and strengthening their powers for good? And the Clone girls from Her the same? 

If they must: if that could be love” (18). And there is no one who can give him a 

straight answer for those questions, as they have never been asked before.      

Despite the “intensive school-age hormone and psychological treatment 

during the years of population crisis” (16-17), it seems that not all the population 

has found it easy to accept the new homosexual moral imposed by Solution Three. 

Those who haven‟t, as well as their children, “were carefully watched and, if 

necessary, treated”. This was part of “the important monitoring jobs for the 

members of the Council who were away on their duties all about the world” (17). 

Such monitoring jobs seem to bear a strong resemblance to some of the tasks 

performed by the state polices in authoritarian regimes – only it is “not police any 

longer: instead watchers and carers” (95), as Lilac (one of the clone mums) finds 

herself musing about. 

Some of those monitoring jobs take Councillors to far-away places, in 

continents such as Asia or Africa. Such is the case with Elissa, a young Councillor 

who “had to monitor an area of her native continent”, where “there had been 
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trouble, flags and shouting, things said that should not be said” (19). While doing 

their jobs many Councillors “faced danger sooner or later”. Jussie (who has been 

having a relationship with Elissa) is therefore aware that the young woman 

“might or might not come back” (19). In this continent there is still much to be 

done, since there are streets “of mean little houses” among “the planned areas 

with decent living spaces, doubtless air-conditioning and with power supplies, 

into which people [are] being shifted”. Near the sea “great desalination works” are 

taking place, to provide the population with water supplies. There are “recreation 

spaces being laid out and planted. Schools. Children. Surplus population… [b]ut 

not nearly so many of these as there would have been in a picture taken thirty 

years back” (20, my ellipsis). In the poorer and less developed continents work has 

only begun, and it will take a while to provide the population with decent living 

conditions. Also the population policy is far from being enforced there, and it 

seems that some time will still be needed before the surplus population starts 

stabilizing.   

In order to feed the population throughout the world, the global government 

has had huge fields sowed “with the new types of maize and rice and wheat” (20). 

These new types of cereals, as well as the “leguminous [plants], beans and lentils”, 

have all been genetically manipulated, so as to knock out the “ones with 

unwanted characteristics”. These latter might, however, have carried “guards 

against certain funguses, bacteria or viruses, which might now have found their 

way through” (21). To solve the problems caused by “rather new diseases 

affecting the standard hybrids”, the Council will have to trust the “kind of 

biological inspiration… that some of the Professorials ha[ve] developed” (21, my 

ellipsis). This passage in the novel establishes a parallel between Humankind and 

Nature, which will remain until the end. From this moment on, there will be a 

clear correspondence between any developments/problems related to the clones 

and those related to the crops. On the one hand, one may consider that the 

problems with the crops are intended to be read as an allegory, representing the 

problems that arise whenever humankind feels tempted to play God and intervene 
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in the process of creation – much in the line of Mary Shelley‟s Frankenstein, in 

which the process of creation of the creature has brought so many problems to the 

ones involved in it. However, on the other hand, there is also the possibility that it 

is simply intended to show the strong relationship between Humankind and 

Nature. In this case, any decision Humankind makes is bound to have effects on 

Nature, and must therefore be carefully pondered.  

The problems with the cereals will eventually have to be solved by the 

Professorials, particularly by Miryam, a plant geneticist, and Carlo – a cytologist. 

Both are related not only professionally, but also personally, having two children 

as the result of that hetero-sexual relationship. Jussie decides to screen Miryam up, 

and during their conversation she becomes aware that the latter‟s living space is 

“more cluttered than ever” (22). They are also constantly interrupted by one of the 

children, for which Miryam feels the need to apologize. Jussie is very 

understanding, in accordance with the Code, even though she considers that “[i]f 

[Miryam] decided to end the relation… that would be fine” and “[b]oth would 

certainly remake a happier and more suitable love relation” (23, my ellipsis). In 

that case the children would go to their schools and would be monitored by the 

child watchers, so as to prevent the emergence of characteristics and tendencies 

associated with heterosexuality.  

Jussie considers that “[t]he Professorials ha[ve] been so much harder to deal 

with than the lower IQ‟s” (23), since these can be persuaded “both subliminally 

and overtly, through the many media”, and once the females are reached, “so 

much more [can] be done through a slanting of their favourite reading” (23). The 

Professorials have, however, remained reluctant to adhere to Solution Three, 

“partly because they [are] less open to the persuaders and their media and partly 

through a curious tradition of opposition” (24). Jussie ends up making a 

comparison between “wild wheats, triticums of some kind” that might still exist in 

some parts of the world, having resisted education, and the Professorials, who 

have done the same. 
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It is also through Jussie that the reader has the first contact with the clone 

mums, as she is in charge of supervising them. On her way to see how the clone 

mums are doing, Jussie cannot help noticing “how few children one now [sees] on 

the walkways, though there [are] plenty of vigorous, cheerful young people”. Or 

so they look. In fact, due to leading “an interesting life with creative play” and to 

“modern health techniques… [s]ome might look young… but perhaps [date] from 

the immediate post-aggression years as she herself [does]” (25, my ellipses). 

Mitchison seems to be expressing her approval of a creative life-style, which, 

together with the benefits and developments of science, may lead to a long and 

healthy life. At the same time, she is also referring to one of the consequences of 

the population policy – the control over the population, with less children being 

born.  

When Jussie reaches the gardens, she can see lots of babies and toddlers. 

Whereas all females are “white” or “rather, rose-pink”, all males are “dark brown” 

and have “fuzzy, curly hair all alike” (25-30), having been cloned respectively 

from She and He, which clearly resonates with J. B. S. Haldane‟s predictions for 

the future (presented back in 1923), namely that only a “small proportion of men 

and women” would be “selected as ancestor for the next generation”, being 

“undoubtedly superior to the average…” (Haldane, 1925: 66) 

Most clone mums, though, are “quite ordinary young women, chosen on 

physical standards only”. Their “genetic background” is not relevant, and neither 

is their I.Q., “so long as there [is] a reasonable degree of responsibility, enough to 

understand and accept the instructions and suggestions and to read the books” 

(28) about Him and Her, and especially about their mums, since “[j]ust possibly a 

certain copying of the patterns might have some result on the foetus; one [can] not, 

as yet, give a definite yes or no answer” (26). Every clone mum is “a person of 

deep importance”, albeit for a brief period, and must be treated accordingly. Even 

though it only lasts “for a little while”, it will “colour the rest of their lives, 

whatever [happens] to them” (29).  
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In the course of her visit, Jussie cannot help noticing not only that “the babies 

[tend] to congregate as soon as they [are] old enough to be mobile” (25), but also 

that “even before they [can] talk, they [are] recognizing one another, making 

friends and little permanent groups, communicating”, which signifies “[t]here 

must be tiny differences, only perceptible to the other children” (28). The 

possibility that the clones may not be 100% equal, both physically and in terms of 

personality/character – something which will be corroborated further on in the 

novel – seems thus clearly hinted at. 

Although clone mums are told “carefully and truthfully” (36) all about the 

role they will play in the life of their clone babies, not all of them accept it 

peacefully when the time for separation comes. Lilac finds the idea of such a 

separation difficult to grasp, as she considers that Ninety is really hers. However, 

Gisela (her lover) knows that he isn‟t, since “[t]he Clones [don‟t] belong to the 

Mums who ha[ve] been their nests and love givers, but whose own cell nucleus 

ha[ve] been eliminated at an early stage” (35). In fact, it is rather the other way and 

clone mums [belong] to the clone babies, because 

 

little children must have love until – until the moment when the Signs [show] 

that babyhood ha[s] ended, that here again [are] He and She, and the period of 

strengthening when, in a time-shortened psychological copy of the stresses in 

His and Her life, they [are] taken away and things [are] made to happen to 

them (35).     

 

Clone mums are, thus, mere vessels who carry the clone babies until the moment 

when they are born; or we could say, as Maria Aline Ferreira has pointed out, 

“women are then surrogate mothers, forced to relinquish their babies allegedly for 

the greater good of society”. (Ferreira: 2005, 181) They are only allowed to remain 

with their babies for a short period of time, until the Signs show – once it happens, 

clone babies are taken away and must go through a copy of the ordeals that He 

and She had to endure, and whose function is to make them resemble Him and 

Her in terms of character, as well. This forced separation of mother and child, even 
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though the reason invoked may be the higher good of humanity, brings to our 

mind some of the worst crimes committed in certain dictatorships, for more or less 

the same reason.   

 Lilac does not agree with the separation and the strengthening, although 

she knew “all about it before [she] became a Mum” and also that “they aren‟t 

[theirs] genetically” (36). Nevertheless, “once he was there, inside [her], [she] felt 

angry, cheated. [She] wanted him to be partly [her]” (36). Katherina Kitsi-Mitakou, 

in an essay entitled “None of Woman Born” points out that “Lilac‟s reaction [is] a 

pre-echo of a number of surrogate mothers‟ refusal to relinquish „their baby to the 

adoptive mother in the 1980s, and 1990s”. She further argues that Lilac “refuses to 

host the clone as a mere cytoplasm and to be indifferent to him”. (in Pastourmatzi: 

2002, 215)  

Lilac‟s reaction shows the insight Naomi Mitchison possessed of the various 

problems that might arise with the introduction of some new reproduction 

techniques. Even though “if once you‟d been a Clone Mum you were looked up 

to” (37) and “crowned and loved and admired” (94), clone mums must “realize in 

return that the babies are simply „lent‟… to them, their wombs are simply rent to 

the state, and that they should be ready to resign from their maternal role as soon 

as the babies show the first signs of competence”. (Idem, 214-215, my ellipsis) 

Lilac‟s baby is eventually found out showing the Signs, and is therefore taken 

away. Lilac is terribly hurt, because she just did not want any “suffering” for her 

baby. She wanted “her Ninety, her own child” to “get the chance to grow up 

different, to be always happy and loved, to make the music of perpetual 

happiness”. She wanted “[h]is genes of goodness” to “be used in love and not in 

stress” (95). Now that “a better world for… all has been made”, by the actions He 

and She have taken, there is no reason why the Clone babies should “have to go 

through it all again” (63, my ellipsis). However, “nobody else underst[ands]” (95). 

Lilac thought “he was [hers]… Fed on [her] milk. [Her] little mammal. (Her) own” 

(95, my ellipsis), but Jussie reminds her that “it is wrong for one person to assert 

ownership over another, even a lover, but most of all over a little child. A little 
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Clone” (96). Here Jussie is clearly lending her voice to the author, since Jenni 

Calder has observed that “[o]ne of the things that Naomi thought was profoundly 

wrong was the notion of… possession, usually the ownership of the woman by the 

man”. (Calder: 1997, 94, my ellipsis) Lilac will get over her disappointment and 

sorrow, with the help of a new job, offered to her by Jussie. She is going to 

investigate “some evidence of non-chromosomal maternal influence from the cell 

material” and the influence on the clones of the “considerable interchange of 

fluids between the foetus and its host” (98-99), something which really interests 

Lilac, as it may show that clone mums may have some influence on their clone 

babies, after all. 

Another character in the novel who does not really comply with Solution 

Three is Miryam. This plant geneticist has two children with her colleague 

cytologist, as mentioned above in this chapter, but realizes the relevance of the 

population policy, at the time it was first implemented – “it was perhaps the only 

policy at the time: riding the wave: Solution Three. When nothing else stopped the 

population rise: contraceptives, abortion, rising standard of living. All failing: only 

this way could have worked” (39). Although Miryam and Carlo are “both good 

scientists”, they have some problems being allocated bigger living spaces. And 

they know that “if they had been living normal lives with their own kind… things 

would have been made easier. As it [is], she [is] always being missed out when 

bigger living spaces [are] allocated; so [is] he” (40, my ellipsis). This fact brings to 

our mind the Eugenics Education Society, founded in 1907, which “dedicated itself 

to the “improvement” of the human species, through a range of programs of both 

positive and negative eugenics… fostering childbearing by those deemed (socially 

and physically) „fit‟ and discouraging childbearing by those deemed „unfit‟” 

(Squire: 1994, 16, my ellipsis) In the case of Solution Three the unfit are the deviants, 

who therefore receive negative incentives to their sexual inclination and to their 

reproduction method  - for example, the refusal to allocate them bigger living 

spaces.     
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Instead of choosing being normal they have chosen being married, something 

which is “still possible, though difficulties were put in their way; there were 

various checks and humiliations and delays. But actual monogamous 

[heterosexual] marriage [is] usually feasible for the Professorials at least” (40). This 

couple has been really discriminated against, on the grounds of not having the 

same sexual inclination as the majority of the population, which has moved into 

Solution Three. The solution for some of their problems, namely the problem of 

space at home, is therefore delayed. In addition, their colleagues tend to make 

them feel guilty, something which has led to the breaking up of some other 

couples in the same situation. This kind of discrimination is almost beyond 

comprehension, in a society which prides itself on values and feelings such as 

precisely “good[ness], understanding, car[ing]” (47).  

While talking to Carlo about the cereals crisis and the difficulty she 

experiences “to go on with work when [she‟s] back with them [their children]” 

(43), not being able to concentrate on her tasks, Miryam decides she will screen 

Jussie up and ask for a move. Jussie at first thinks Miryam might be “considering... 

the idea of – normalizing” (45, my ellipsis), due to “relational difficulties” (45), but 

Miryam completely denies that possibility. Jussie “looks through the video 

without tenderness at the children. Why should she be tender? They [are] not 

Clones. They [are] – worthless. Although there might be useful Professorial genes 

in them. No, not to think that; they [are] only surplus population” (45, my italics). 

Jussie, although denying those children any kind of relevance in the world that is 

being built, ends up hinting at a relevant fact – that in them there might be useful 

genes, i.e, the importance of variety. However, she does not let that thought grow 

and dismisses the children as being only surplus population, not relevant because 

they are not clones. Only clones are relevant, since they do not carry in themselves 

“the sin of meiosis, the upsetting of reason and planning, re-shuffling the 

chromosomes anyhow” (92) and for that reason they will be the ones to take “over 

the Council” (41), once they are prepared to do it. Some day, all the population 

will be descendant from Him and Her; such is the goal of Solution Three.  
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Jussie ends up promising Miryam she will think it over, since “perhaps 

Miryam [is] entitled to rather better treatment. Yes, her work [is] excellent. She [is] 

completely loyal except in this matter, a major one no doubt, but at least she [is] 

entirely open about it” (47). The fact that Miryam and Carlo do not deny their 

feelings seems to be considered a positive quality, which may help them solve 

their problem. 

Ric, the historian Councillor, is another special case. Due to his work, he has 

had to pick up every bit of evidence he could find about some important people of 

all times, and with that evidence rearrange their love stories, building homosexual 

relationships. The same has been done by other historians, and now it is finally 

possible to know the truth about “Socrates and Plato, Alexander and Hephaestion, 

Arjuna and Krishna, Jesus and John,… Sappho… [and] her Atthis… Cleopatra and 

Charmion” (48-49), among others. Ric believes “history must be re-made in order 

to flower profitably and beautifully”. He considers himself a sort of “geneticist of 

history” and is aware that “[i]t [will] be re-made again in another century, always 

yielding something new by a re-arrangement of the evidence” (49). This assertion 

reduces history to simple tales that are told and retold, with changes whenever 

necessary, so as to better suit the purposes of the ruling classes; and it can be seen 

as a serious critique of the rewriting of history, with denial of certain facts and 

obliteration of others, which is known to have been and still be common practice 

in innumerable societies. In fact, the simple denial of access to information or the 

access to limited information has been and still is possibly the best way to rewrite 

history. Mitchison may also be criticising the fact that in this society of the future 

everything seems to be tampered with, from flowers, seeds and human genes to 

history. 

While talking with Stig (another Councillor), who has not been quite himself 

lately, “getting angry, impatient”, Ric states that he has also been feeling “more 

and more unworthy” (50), which leads them to a review of the major problems in 

the world in the late twentieth century: 
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„Over-population getting worse. Poor countries getting poorer. Race war and 

national war. If war, the possibility of total destruction. Where people massed 

together, alienation. The advertising-amusement industry. The crisis of 

identity growing with the generation gap: who are we and why?‟ 

„Yes, yes. And remember that in His young days He was right in the middle of 

the race war and carried the scars always. And She was a doctor.‟ 

„A mission doctor in India, till the Mission threw Her out and her adult life 

began (50).     

 

Mitchison is thus providing the reader with enough reasons for a measure like 

Solution Three (and before it Solutions One and Two) to have been implemented.  

Ric wonders what Stig may be after and the answer is: “‟The song says: they 

went with the wave. I‟m beginning to wonder what that means. If it has perhaps 

stopped having any meaning. If it is still there. Or whether we [will] know a new 

wave if it [comes]‟”. For Ric it is clear that Stig‟s thoughts and doubts will 

probably be the thoughts and doubts of “others in the Council” (50-51), and they 

therefore deserve careful consideration. The idea of going with the wave was dear 

to Naomi Mitchison who has once stated: “We go with the waves of our times”. 

(in Calder: 1997, 305) This may mean that certain measures are taken as a means to 

solve various problems at a given moment in time. However, those measures will 

probably lose their validity, once the moment has passed; and other measures will 

be necessary. The population policy implemented with Solution Three, with its 

stress on the need to escape heterosexual relationships, may have been relevant at 

a certain moment in time, but now it is gone and another wave may come to 

substitute it – one in which diversity may be found relevant, even the “very varied 

unworthiness” (54) the Councillors carry with them, but which is also a sign of 

experience, something the clones do not possess; or the diversity the deviants 

might also contribute to. Even because “the areas which had been difficult for the 

wave were just those which were too patterned and institutionalized” (57), which 

recommended “flexibility… [and] care” (57, my ellipsis), especially when dealing 
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with deviants. After all, “[n]o policy is right forever. Only the Code, which isn‟t 

policy, but a way to think about things” (78).   

It is precisely while “thinking about how she should care for Miryam” that 

Jussie “thought also about those two children, softening, perhaps, more than was 

right, and through them imagining the remote future when the world popu-curve 

could really be seen to drop”. Then “population could be allowed to stabilize”. 

(57) The real issue, however, is “from what parents? Or should it be always and 

only the Clones, the proved excellence?” (57-58). Jussie has no immediate answer 

to such questions, but the fact that she is considering them may be in itself a sign 

of possible change. 

And change may come sooner than expected, since the clones seem to reveal 

themselves in various and extraordinary ways. Kid, one of the clone boys who has 

been participating in the work being done in Carlo‟s lab, surprises him, by helping 

him out when he is suddenly left alone with his baby daughter, due to a field trip 

that Miryam has to go on. Carlo had already considered telling Kid about his 

relationship with Miryam, but  

   

[t]he Clones [are] so young; there [is] experience which they ha[ve] not yet had 

directly, even though much of it ha[s] been programmed into them during 

sleep. But it [is] not yet certain how this correspond[s] with real, that is 

unexpected, experience, with uncertainty as to the outcome (66).      

 

He had therefore postponed the possibility of confiding in Kid. However, when 

Little Em stops eating, spending her time “lying on her face, pulling her knees up 

and yelling or whimpering” (70), Carlo decids to give it a try. Kid not only seems 

to accept Carlo‟s marital status, but he also asks to see the baby and expresses his 

desire to “care for [Carlo] and the ones [he] love[s], whoever they are” (72). After 

Carlo has given his consent, Kid “walk[s] on beside [him], apparently not 

disturbed by what [can] well be his first deviant situation” (72), and he also 

succeeds in caring for Little Em: 
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Kid settle[s] down on the floor beside Little Em and beg[ins] to talk to her. For 

a minute she flounce[s] away, on to her other side, crying louder; he put[s] his 

hand where hers [can] grab it, first in anger, then in interest. The crying 

beg[ins] to ease off. She almost open[s] her eyes to look. Participation? „O.K.‟, 

sa[ys] Kid, flashing up a smile at Carlo, „Think I can care right!‟ (72-73)      

 

Kid‟s attitude throughout the whole situation indicates that the clones have 

feelings; they listen to people; they care about their problems and they are 

prepared to provide some help – if not based on experience, as they do not yet 

possess it; then based on their feelings and emotions. After all, “[l]oving, loving 

[is] the only thing that matters” (37).  

Meanwhile, Ric does his best to show Bobbi his love, but Bobbi is not 

receptive and the best Ric can do is give him a lesson in history, making him 

understand how the population was finally made to decrease. According to Ric, it 

was all linked to inter-sexual love and the aggression it created: 

   

In the early days there had been the clearing up of concepts: non-aggression 

not the same as non-violence… Inter-sexual love, resulting in the birth of 

children had been necessary. When it not only ceased to be necessary, but was 

seen as a menace, then the logic of history made itself felt. The challenge to 

aggressive inter-sexual love came first from Her; then the challenge was made 

still clearer in the Code which He homologated and by the Council itself. 

When that age-old sexual aggression changed to non-aggressive love of man 

for man and woman for woman, overt aggression dropped in the same curve 

as the still dropping popu-curve (80).       

 

Here it may be apposite to remember Maria Aline Ferreira, who has rightly drawn 

attention to the fact that “in the name of safety, of eradicating violence, cloning by 

the same stroke contributed to a gradual elimination of diversity, an enforced 

solution that will radically change the physical and psychic map of society”. And 

she has further stated that “[a] system of eugenics is definitely operating here, 

even if supposedly defensible through the argument that all the clones are clones 



A Look into the Future through the Eyes of Burdekin and Mitchison 

 109 

of Him and Her, the paradigmatic example of justice and equity”, expressing her 

conviction that “this system would also potentially and eventually spell the end of 

individuation, the end of art, since the genetic characteristics of Him and Her were 

not conducive to such activity…”. (Ferreira, 183-184, my ellipsis)     

Ric eventually finishes his explanation by stating that “between individuals 

there was still uncertainty. Not aggression, not violence, but the lovely uncertainty 

of the heart” (80). Bobbi, however, does not seem to understand what Ric is 

hinting at, and he eventually goes away ”with a warm gentle smile to Ric and then 

back to his own people, where he belonged, among his equals”, leaving the 

historian with an utter feeling of “unworthiness” and “empty, empty” (82).  

 When news finally comes from the continent Elissa has gone to monitor, it 

is not good news. Apparently the rebellion has ended; “[s]killed understanding 

had been used by the Clones in whose genes this lay. Participation in the 

expressions of aggression had led to knowledge of its roots. Then the cure could 

be attempted, and this was already begun” (83). Elissa has been killed “in the 

course of the participation in and deflection of aggression” (86), giving her life for 

the resolution of the crisis, since ”[w]ithout her death the aggression could have 

continued, maximally” (84). One of the clone girls (Anni) has been called to report 

what happened to the Council: 

 

One of the new religions had been at the back of it, a synthetic, in ultimate 

origin an incoming Hindu sect, though completely defunct and in essence and 

every way deviant and boiling with aggression… There had been the usual 

build-up of apparent miracles, prophecies, denunciations. Old words like 

imperialism had been dug up and polished. Clearly the educational methods 

which had been used by the world government experts had been quite 

inadequate. (85, my ellipsis)         

 

After reporting and answering some questions, Anni informs the Council that one 

of the clones has also been killed: “She was Ellen” and she had been “one of the 

first Clones” (87). Her number was A Sixteen. At the mention of this number, 
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Mutumba “was shaken as Jussie had been shaken” (87). Her reaction would be 

almost imperceptible to someone who did not know that Mutumba had also been 

one of the first Clone Mums, and that A Sixteen had been the number attributed to 

her own clone baby. Mutumba‟s reaction demonstrates she is feeling the loss of 

her daughter (even though she tries to conceal it). Hers is not the reaction of a 

mere body container, but that of a mother, albeit a controlled one. 

The Councillors are feeling angry, and before that anger can turn into hate, 

“Mutumba [stands] up and beg[ins] to go round with the box [with cannabis] and 

her blessing”. Cannabis is considered “the aggression dispeller”, and it is 

“normally used on occasions when hatred, anger and prejudice [may] have crept 

into the minds of the Council” (88). Thus the sadness and anger can be contained 

and the Councillors can start negotiating with “those they ha[ve] to deal with”, 

with “patience and concentration”, since it is essential not to “let anything invade 

the mind while the persuasion [is] taking place” (88). Finally, after an impasse, the 

rebels ask for more time to think things over, which is conceded, and Mutumba 

rejects their offer to find those who have killed both Elissa and Ellen. It is perhaps 

better to let time take its course, and to let the dust of anger and aggression settle 

down. 

Another report is made to the Council, this time from the expedition sent to 

Outer Mongolia, more precisely to Ulan Bator, due to the problems with cereals. 

On the outskirts of Ulan Bator, the members of the expedition find a local 

community which still preserves many of the habits that have long vanished from 

mega-cities, such as “genuine animal skins”, “local feasts where they ha[ve] to eat 

animal protein”, “various milk products” and clothes made from “genuine wool” 

(100-101). In addition to all this, the members of the community are overtly 

heterosexual. In fact, “the local women [praise] Miryam‟s breasts which [are] 

clearly somewhat maternal and pit[y] Tsing-Lo [another woman scientist]; they 

[go] so far as offering her a man to make her [breasts] grow” (101). The conclusion 

one can derive from this fact, is that the world government policies, including 

Solution Three, have not yet reached the less developed continents: “[O]ut here in 
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the food  fields the popu-policy might never have existed… After all, it [is] only 

working adequately in the advanced mega-cities where the reasons for it [are] so 

overwhelming and where it ha[s] been formulated earliest through closely 

controlled mass media. It ha[s] never been enforced out here” (102).  

Nevertheless, Ulan Bator itself is “almost under control population-wise, 

though some of the methods [are] very unpleasant, especially the whipping of 

deviants by non-deviants. As deviant women [are] often not recognized until late 

pregnancy this result[s] in the nastiest kind of aggression” (102). It seems that the 

population policy has been enforced in the city, but deviants have not always been 

treated according to the Code – with understanding and care. Jean, one of the 

clone girls, who has watched “one of the grandees [the powerful ones]… [preside] 

over a public whipping and branding of deviants” (127, my ellipsis) feels totally 

shocked, because the man is “known to be actively hetero-sexual himself – to a 

revolting degree” (127). This makes Jean understand the deviants better than she 

can understand the grandee; feeling “only aggression towards him, or rather to 

the way he [is] living” (127), and the same happens to many others.  Furthermore, 

in the city “there [are] quite a lot of children among the rich – and it [is] a place 

where there [are] still dreadful inequalities, apparently accepted” (102). Apart 

from the problems related to the enforcement of the population policy, it is also 

apparent that inequalities have not yet been erased; richness is still used by the 

most powerful to oppress the poorer.  

The members of the expedition fear “there may be a dangerous situation 

developing”, as the grandee “may well be armed – illegally of course” and the 

clones believe they “must try to understand everyone. Including those poor, hurt 

deviants” (127-128), thus showing a strong sense of justice and a strong capacity to 

understand and care about other people, without any kind of prejudice. 

Eventually, the situation develops and Cheng, who has attended a protest at the 

local theatre, tells the others that “the protestors are honourable people who 

understand the policies and want to ensure that they are viable, but not by 

methods which are against the code or through  people who have broken the code, 
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such as these wretched grandees”, who even “have other people working for 

them… in their living spaces” (131, my ellipsis) -  a type of work which strongly 

resembles slavery, since “[t]hose who work there get food and only a little money” 

(132). This situation of clear inequality and privilege is totally against the code, 

constituting “direct aggression”; “therefore in the widest sense persons who 

practise such things are the more distasteful” (132), even worse than deviants, 

according to Cheng.    

Due to a screen up from Miryam to Carlo, one of the grandees ends up 

suspecting she may be a deviant, and decides to have her spied on. It is Jean who 

comes to her rescue, not only by warning her of the situation, but also by 

proposing they should act as a couple, in order to avert the grandees‟ attention 

from Miryam. Jean once again shows she is quite thoughtful and unprejudiced, 

being prepared to risk her own life, in order to prevent Miryam from being beaten 

up or even killed. In the end, Miryam seizes the opportunity presented by a 

friendly talk with the other members of the expedition to establish a comparison 

between the clones and the wheat, so as to advocate the need for diversity: 

   

„The wheat we grow almost everywhere is the best we know of [just like the 

clones]. And artificially constructed. If anything happened to it, we might have 

to go back to something less worthy.‟ Now she was getting more and more 

embarrassed. Only the fact that the Clone girls were not, but instead were 

deeply interested, helped her to go on. „We knock out more and more human 

genes,‟ she said. „And some might have values hidden in them which we don‟t 

know‟ (138).         

 

Cheng immediately identifies these assertions as “direct criticism of the popu-

policy” and calls Miryam a “word-twisting Professorial”, stating that “[t]hat way 

lies deviancy!” (138). It is once again Jean who saves Miryam by giving her “a 

fond, long look”, taking “her hand, laying her cheek on it for a moment”: “‟Not 

deviancy!‟ Jean said” (138). Miryam is thus spared any more criticism and even 

receives an apology from Cheng. All due to these “very brave” (139) clones, who 
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show an immense capacity for caring and understanding, much in accordance to 

the Code, but not only because it has been laid down. It is something that comes 

from inside themselves, and not something they have learnt from a book. 

Going back a little to the community near Ulan Bator, it is interesting to 

notice its members have a rather twisted idea of Him, thinking he is some kind of 

Santa Claus – “large, heavily-bearded – and white” -, who “brings gifts in the 

middle of winter” and “help[s] [them] over the hard times” (103). Also, when the 

locals find “[t]wo little dead almond trees, killed by the virus” but “not dead”, 

since “[a]ll along the branches they were budding, pushing out green tips” (107), 

they react awkwardly: 

   

Miryam me[ets]t the eyes of the senior man, dark eyes, hemmed in and slanted 

by the epicanthic fold, but good and kind even though some harmless 

beautiful bird ha[s] been killed for the feathers which [have been] wound 

round his cap. She [takes] his hand and he [kneels] and kisse[s] the ground, 

pulling her down with him. All kne[el], even at last Cheng, much embarrassed 

but not wanting to be conspicuous (107).          

 

All this, once again, shows that some of the old traditions and rituals have 

remained in the less developed communities. The rituals Mitchison herself liked 

so much, believing that “celebratory rituals” should not be “confined to a distant 

past” but should be “an integral part… of every human community”. (Calder: 

1997, 183, my ellipsis) In this community, people have only rearranged the ancient 

customs and traditions, so as to accommodate themselves to a new reality, to the 

tides of change, to the new waves.  

 In the meantime, due to the problems he has been experiencing because of 

his feelings for Bobbi, Ric suddenly finds himself wondering whether it was 

“possible that either or both of Them had at one time at least had faint hetero-

sexual yearnings” (110). He nevertheless believes that, “even if this ha[s] been so 

their Clones, their representatives today, ha[ve] gone through normal education 

and social conditioning”, therefore, “anything else [is] unthinkable” (110). But “if 
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one could imagine the unimaginable, as he was doing, the union of two Clones, 

how would it be? The result would not necessarily be a combination of two kinds 

of excellence. He [knows] enough genetics to realize this. And then?” (110). This 

passage seems to point to two conclusions: First, that clones may eventually want 

to have a heterosexual relationship; second, that diversity may well be the best 

choice, since “having [all] the same genes” may indeed make clones “a bit too 

alike, a bit dull” (109), while contributing nothing to the improvement of the 

human species.  

Ric is not the only character with doubts about such questions. In fact, Anni 

approaches Mutumba, whom she by now considers her own “Mum” (112), with 

similar questions. Apparently she “thought all of a sudden –that men were 

beautiful”, especially “one of [her] Clone group. A little younger than [herself]… 

So beautiful” (117, my ellipsis). Anni reacts with fear at the thought she may be a 

deviant and Mutumba tries to tranquilize her, by stating that the clones may “[n]ot 

[be] as alike as [she] think[s]… nor as alike as [they] look”, even though they are 

“genetically… all the same” (118, my ellipses). She also expresses her conviction 

that such a relationship between two clones of different sexes is not wrong, as 

“[i]t‟s not against the Code” and “[t]here are good people who are deviants” (118). 

However, it may “raise problems”, especially if Anni and the clone boy – who 

turns out to be Kid – “ha[ve] children” (120), something which seems to be on 

their minds already. In that case, i.e., “if two persons of different genetic excellence 

[are] to have a child, the genes [will] be mixed. Get back to meiosis and anything 

can happen” (120). “Greater excellence”, however possible, will not be “likely”, 

since “[t]here [will] be no genetic copying” (120). Anni seems to consider this last 

aspect as something positive, inasmuch as “this child [will] not have to get the 

strengthening because nobody [will] know what it ought to be!” (120) – a reaction 

which allows the reader to estimate how hard the clones must find that 

toughening process, in order for it to leave such a mark on all of them, who just 

wish never to be reminded of it: “‟It‟s over,‟ said Anni quickly” (121).  
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Mutumba quite ably manages to convince Anni that there is nothing wrong 

with her relationship with Kid, even because they will probably not be the only 

ones to have such sexual inclinations. Anni is, therefore, “free” (121) to pursue her 

interests and be happy. But Mutumba is left with some doubts of her own, namely 

whether there may be other ways for them to reproduce themselves – eventually 

through “a fusing technique. In one prepared cell her nucleus could be knocked 

out, in another his; then the two could be fused without the uncertainties of 

meiosis and put back safely to nest in Anni or whatever other Clone girl might go 

her way” (122). That may not only “indeed produce a child of greater excellence”, 

but also allow any clone girl to be “both a Mum and a Clone Mum” (122), more in 

accordance to the Code. However, Mutumba ends up questioning herself on the 

acceptability of such a solution to this specific problem, and on whether or not 

“[i]f it had come her way” She would “have accepted it” (122). In fact, Mutumba 

realizes 

 

[t]his thing that had happened [is] something new, but she [is] trying to think 

out ways of containing it, as she [knows] the rest of the Council [will] do. 

Instead of going with the wave… 

In the days of Her and Him theirs was the necessary excellence, the sudden 

emergence of the exact gene combination for that moment in history. But 

might not a slightly other kind of excellence be needed now, having to arrive 

through – what? A planned accident? In an unplanned plan? That Anni, back 

from the war, back from shock, from dead Ellen, should need something, some 

healing – and see and take it. And move towards Solution Four? (123-124, my 

ellipsis)       

 

Mutumba thus seems to consider this may be the right moment to go ahead and 

move into another solution – Solution Four -, which may give clones the 

possibility to choose what kind of sexual relationship they will pursue, instead of 

pointing just one direction to be followed. This may be considered a much wiser 

and just position, one which may lead the Councillors to look in a more humane 

way at people with a different sexual behaviour. Besides, as Susan Squire has 
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pointed out, “[n]either plants nor human beings strive… if variations within a 

population are discouraged or expunged”. (Squire: 1994, 193, my ellipsis)   

The two last chapters of Solution Three serve the purpose of tying up the 

remaining loose ends. So it is that the reader gets to know what is on Kid‟s mind 

about his relationship with Anni. Apparently Kid has been having some doubts, 

as well, since he had never before “wanted to touch a girl”. He has considered 

them “good friends and colleagues but there [are] ways one [doesn‟t] want to be 

near them” (143). Kid therefore questions himself, searching for a reason for such a 

change in his own behaviour and feelings; he even wonders whether or not Carlo, 

the children and particularly “caring for Little Em so much” may have had 

anything to do with “longing for a child of his own” (143). He “had supposed he 

could do this with the baby without involving himself with the baby‟s parents, but 

that was not the way things worked out” (143), and still wouldn‟t have, had he 

been older and more experienced. The plain fact is that he cared “as was laid 

down in the Code” (143) and that meant participating – there was no other way. 

Kid goes on considering possibilities:       

 

Wasn‟t it possible that He had sometimes had such a longing? The books 

didn‟t say. Perhaps if He had He‟d kept it to himself, just had to. There was so 

much for Him to do, He didn‟t have the time. And maybe He had never met 

anyone He could do it with. Nobody like Anni. Or could that have been? Had 

He turned away because of the popu-policy and because everything was still a 

struggle? So were he and Anni wrong not to turn away? He didn‟t know (144)     

 

The only thing he knows is that when Little Em suddenly “[cries] out in her 

sleep… [h]e [goes] over and settle[s] her back and his heart turn[s] over with love 

and wanting a baby daughter”; and he knows he must have a closer look at the 

fusion technique, because “this could be their [his and Anni‟s] child” (144, my 

ellipsis). It is not a question of doubting, any longer; it is a question of longing, 

whishing for, caring and loving – all that matters, in the end. 
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The same could be said about Jussie, who has to go and talk to Lilac about 

work and finally realizes that Elissa is definitely gone, and life must go on. And 

certainly there is no better way to do it than “lean back and be comforted” (147), in 

search for some relief, in search for a new love and for a new life. 

Also the vegetable and flower problems seem to be close to a positive 

resolution, since “[i]t look[s] as if something very important [is] coming up in the 

laboratories where the cytological examination of the prunus amygdalinus and 

rubus specimens from Outer Mongolia [are] being looked at. There [is] a lot of 

work still to be done but it seem[s] like a new direction for the RNA”, which might 

make the “whole process [normalize]” (148). And according to the clones Kid and 

Maggie much of the success must be attributed to Carlo – always “so steady… a 

great one to work with” (148, my ellipsis).  

In Ulan Bator the situation is finally being brought under control, with “the 

grandees… be[ing] disarmed” (150, my ellipsis) and “[t]he equitable distribution 

of living space… now taking place” (152, my ellipsis). “Two of the grandees ha[ve] 

been killed, battered to death” but it seems that although Jean could have tried to 

protect them, she has chosen not to do it, as “they had not behaved in a fully 

human way… [and] [i]t helped the others, killing them. After it, they [the 

remaining population] could come fully under the Code” (152, my ellipsis). Even 

if this assertion makes “a few of the Council [look] uneasy”, “this [is] a Clone, one 

of the future speaking” (153), i.e., she has done what she deemed best, and she 

surely knew what she was doing. The Councillors can only listen and comply, 

whether they agree or not, since clones will be taking over soon. 

As for the cereals, there is the possibility that the situation was caused by a 

natural mutation and the plant geneticists are pleased with the fact that they have 

“a gene pool of triticums, even if it doesn‟t look like a very god one, in case there‟s 

a major reconstruction needed” (153). The analogy with a human gene mutation is 

clear and Mutumba expresses her doubts to Jussie: “But are we sure, Jussie, are we 

quite sure, that we shall never need to get ourselves a human gene pool? And as 
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varied as it comes?” (153, my italics) In fact, if there are varied genes to turn to, then 

it will be easier to make a major reconstruction, or as Mutumba puts it: 

 

„… [A] kind of excellence which exactly fitted a certain epoch might, soon or 

late, need certain alterations. The wheat was the best of its species: something 

went wrong. Now we have to start again. With more knowledge. Using the 

good wheat, sure, but back crossing to something we thought we‟d finished 

with. Yes?‟ 

„Mutumba, you are not saying you have doubts about the Clones?...‟ 

„Not exactly. No. At present I have no doubts… But isn‟t it possible they may 

have doubts themselves? Or other feelings?... Suppose they [are] lonely. [Feel] 

cut off. I‟ve got to see a way for them – and us.‟ 

„Towards what, Mutumba?‟… 

„… Could be towards Solution Four. I don‟t know yet.‟ (153-154, my ellipses)        

 

The Convenor of the Council does not know for sure what can be done. But 

she is sure there must be something they can do, in order to prevent a disaster like 

the one which happened to the wheat, and that might be moving towards Solution 

Four. For that purpose “it could be that [they] can‟t afford to let many human 

genes slip out. In case there [is] need some time”. Even though they feel 

“unworthy”, “the need might come” and then “there must somehow be a gene 

pool ready” (154-155). And where from should such a pool come? It seems 

Mutumba is thinking about the normal population, even about the deviants, which 

Jussie considers “revers[ing] a policy”, which might “[land the world in guilt and 

misery”. Mutumba tries to calm her down, by assuring her: „That‟s not the way it 

should be done…‟ „Nor will it. None of us need be guilty. We have done right. But 

also we can change that right. Gently.‟ (155)  

The times seem to be changing. A new wave may be coming. The world 

government must be prepared for it, even if that means allowing “some of the 

most skilled and other-regarding” deviants “to go on in the place which the popu-

policy had not reached” - “[p]eople like Miryam and Carlo” (155). After all, 

diversity, understanding and care are surely the worthiest things. And nothing, no 
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prejudice, should interfere with the true value of a person – even if he/she is a 

deviant. When the Council eventually realizes that, Miryam is finally allocated a 

bigger living space, in a block with “a green copper roof and balconies facing into 

the sun” (157). Thus, justice is done and a better, fairer, society may be about to 

emerge, one in which, as Katerina Kitsi-Mitakou has suggested, the clones‟ “deep 

sense of empathy… may spring from the urge to delete boundaries, to re-

experience perhaps the intrauterine bliss that celebrates oneness, unity, 

indivisibility”. (Pastourmatzi: 2002, 217, my ellipsis) In this anti-war and anti-

violence society there seems to be a place not only for questioning, but also for 

rearranging policies, so as to find the best possible solution for all.          
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VI. Conclusion  

 

The novels which have been analysed in the previous chapters can be 

considered, each in its own way, quite remarkable. Both for the topics they 

address, especially considering the moment in time when each one of them was 

written, and for the way they deal with those same topics. Even though the reader 

may not always agree with or like what he/she is reading – be it the almost 

complete annihilation of women by a patriarchal dictatorship which reveres 

Hitler, in Swastika Night; the total subjection of men in a matriarchal civilization 

deemed, in all other respects, almost perfect, presented in The End of this Day’s 

Business; or the enforcement of homosexual relationships and of cloning as the only 

correct reproduction method in Solution Three -, he/she must nevertheless agree 

that these are no ordinary novels.        

Works of such complexity can obviously be approached in several ways, and 

while analysing them one can only try to focus on what one considers their 

fundamental aspects, being however fully conscious that many may be left 

unnoticed. It might, therefore, be relevant to recall some of the similarities they 

share, as well as some of the different ways the authors have addressed the same 

issue.  

Katharine Burdekin and Naomi Mitchison present us with their vision of the 

future, depicting societies set on Earth several centuries ahead. While Burdekin 

chooses a matriarchal society (E. D. B.) and a patriarchal one (S. N.) – each 

discriminating and humiliating the sex considered inferior by the ruling orders -, 

Mitchison (S. T.) opts for a society ruled by men and women, which tries to 

abolish notions of disparity and discrimination based on gender alone, and at the 

same time attempts to eradicate and prevent racial discrimination. In both The End 

of this Day’s Business and Solution Three the world is ruled by a world government 

and there are what we might call regional representatives of that government in all 

continents; in Swastika Night the world is divided between the Germans and the 
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Japanese, who rule different parts of it, also having their own representatives 

spread all over the areas they control. 

The concept of family, as we know it, is probably the one which is distorted 

the most in these three novels. In fact, in The End of this Day’s Business the notion of 

family has been totally abolished, together with the concept of fatherhood, since 

the role of the father has become completely irrelevant in this matriarchal society 

ruled by women. This makes the nuclear family constituted by Grania, old 

Andreas and Neil even stranger and more relevant, in the context of the novel, 

lending more verisimilitude to a possible comparison with the Sacred Family – 

Mary, Joseph and Jesus. The same happens in Swastika Night, although in reverse, 

i.e., the concept of motherhood is completely obsolete, and the notion of family is 

deemed a heresy. Once again, the hypothesis suggested by Alfred that he might 

build a sort of family with Ethel and Edith, even though he does not clarify the 

role of the woman in this association, is completely against the rules of the society 

he lives in, leading us to believe in the possibility of change and regeneration. In 

Solution Three the idea of family has not been totally abolished, mostly due to the 

intervention of the professorials, who maintain the conviction that heterosexual 

relationships create the best environment for the conception and raising of a new 

human being. Cloning – the option chosen by the ruling order to maintain a 

sustainable level of world population – gives some relevance to the role of women 

as surrogate mothers only, totally dismissing the role of men in the upbringing of 

the children, which may be considered odd in a civilization that, in all other 

respects, tries to establish a classless society. 

One can, therefore, infer that sexual relationships have also been distorted in 

the analysed novels. In The End of this Day’s Business heterosexuality is not clearly 

advocated, even though women and men live completely separate lives. Sexual 

relationships between men and women are basically approved for procreation 

purposes, since no other methods of reproduction are considered proper and have 

been totally dismissed by women. Something similar happens in Swastika Night, 

since procreation is the only reason why men endure sexual contact with women. 
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The Hitlerian society is completely in favour of homosexual relationships between 

men, encouraging them from a very tender age on. Women, however, have no 

right to dispose of their own bodies in any way; they are simply left with the 

obligation of fulfilling all men‟s wishes. In Solution Three heterosexuality is 

condemned, especially if for purposes of procreation. Sexual relationships 

between people of the same sex have been established as the norm, even though 

the possibility is left open, at the end of the novel, that other kinds of relationships 

and methods of reproduction may be accepted in the future.       

Finally, let us have a look at how science and research are seen in three 

societies so full of transformations. The women in The End of this Day’s Business do 

not worry about science and research much. In fact, they have invested a lot on 

research, but only insofar as it has helped them to improve living and health 

conditions. Humans rarely die of diseases or illnesses of any kind; they live until 

they are quite old and usually die of “boredom”, in Grania‟s words. In any other 

fields of research, these women have always been attentive to the applicability of 

new discoveries in practical terms; they have not just been involved in research for 

the pure pleasure of making new discoveries. Another reason for the lack of 

interest in research is how men have, in the past, dealt with discoveries in the field 

of weaponry and where it has led humanity. In the case of Swastika Night science 

and research have not been taken too seriously, but the reason for this is quite 

different than the one invoked in the novel mentioned above – the Hitlerians fear 

what they may discover and the power some discoveries in the field of health and 

medicine might eventually give to women. They have, therefore, abandoned 

almost all fields of research and do not encourage young men to focus their 

interest on science. Quite the opposite happens in Solution Three. Science and 

research have not only been encouraged but taken to almost unimaginable levels – 

from seeds and plants to cells and human beings, almost everything has been 

under the focus of science. The result is a world in which technology is being used 

to serve mankind and help it evolve, even if discoveries are sometimes dealt with 
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inadequately. But that is the price society pays for evolution, and it is important to 

be able to understand it and change whatever needs to be rectified.  

Back in the 1920s, Otto Weininger quoted Friedrich Nietzsche to advocate 

that men‟s and women‟s interest are not reconcilable and that there will always be 

an abyss between both sexes. Nietzsche considered that 

 

to underestimate the real difficulties of the man and woman problem, to fail to 

admit the abysmal antagonism and the inevitable nature of the constant strain 

between the two, to dream of equal rights, education, responsibilities and 

duties, is the mark of the superficial observer, and any thinker who has been 

found shallow in these difficult places – shallow by nature – should be looked 

upon as untrustworthy, as a useless and treacherous guide; he will, no doubt, 

be one of those who “briefly deal with” all the real problems of life, death and 

eternity – who never gets to the bottom of things. But the man who is not 

superficial, who has depth of thought as well as of purpose, the depth which 

not only makes him desire right but endows him with determination and 

strength to do right, must always look on woman from the oriental standpoint: 

- as a possession, as private property, as something born to serve and be 

dependent on him… (in Weininger: s.d., 342)      

 

The ultimate goal of Burdekin and Mitchison‟s writing seems to be exactly to 

oppose those who thought like Nietzsche; those who saw woman as a mere object 

of desire or as a means to perpetuate the human race. These two female writers 

have tried to show the prejudices of the patriarchal societies and have also tried to 

reflect on how things might be, were there to be other forms of government, other 

rules, other interests apart from the masculine visions which have informed the 

structuring of the world they were raised in. Instead of feeling content with what 

women had already achieved at the time the three novels were written, instead of 

accepting that women had only two possibilities left – feeling enslaved in a world 

structured by men or feeling free but renouncing their womanliness, their 

aspirations, their desires – Katharine Burdekin and Naomi Mitchison have tried to 

show there might be other ways, that humankind might be able to find other paths 
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and to thread their way through them without separation, segregation or 

discrimination; without wars, humiliations or annihilations of any kind – physical 

or psychological. That seems to be the most striking and relevant similarity 

between these two women writers, so different in many others respects. That is 

also the reason which makes their oeuvre so important and so worthy of being 

read.       
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