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Abstract 
This paper investigates the influence of Herland by Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1835) 

and The Prophet by Khalil Gibran (1883-1930) on American literature from the perspective 

of four major cultural institutions. In the literature currently available, there is little in 

reference to the influence of Gilman and Gibran- two marginalized writers at the beginning 

of the era of American realism- on the discourse of American literature.  

The purpose of this study is to focus primarily on the works of Gibran examining how 

he depicts four vital cultural institutions. The researcher will compare another marginalized 

writer, Charlotte Perkins Gilman, with Gibran and both of their focuses on, and the impact 

of, four cultural institutions on their writing. The institutions focused on are family, 

education, religion, and love of country. 

Gibran was a male who lived in an era when society oppressed women and considered 

them unequal to men. Gilman was a female who lived in the same era. Each has a very 

analytical, fictional approach to how things could be if they were different in real life. They 

are from two different traditions. Gibran was an Arab immigrant, who was a pioneer of 

Modern Arabic American literature. Gilman was an American woman living in a society 

where women are not valued nor considered equal to men. Many consider her a pioneer in 

feminism because of her in-depth look at women and their place in society in her writings.  

There is value in analyzing the works of writers from two different traditions. The 

comparison and contrast between the two gives a basis for better understanding each. It 

further enhances the understanding of a literature work’s impact on a historical era, as well 

as the impact that the historical era has on the literature of the time.  

Doing a comparative study of literature from the same period and with similar themes 

leads to greater understanding of not only the literature but the society of the time. An 

examination of their literary comparisons between Herland and The Prophet and their 

impact on the culture of the era is a focus of this paper.  

The structure of the intended analysis of Herland and The Prophet is as follows: to 

investigate three major factors. First, the researcher will examine Gibran’s work in light of 

its place in the literature of its individual culture and in relation to transcendentalism. 

Second, the researcher will then examine Gilman’s work in light of its culture. Finally, the 

researcher will compare the effect of Herland and The Prophet on four major cultural 
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institutions of their era. The four investigated institutions included are family, religion, 

education, and love of country (patriotism).  

Many scholars trace Herland and The Prophet in the study of American literature as 

pioneering iconic works. However, critical and cultural approaches proposed in the literary 

studies will compare the featured writings of Gibran to Gilman. The comparative study of 

inter-textual relation between The Prophet and Herland will define a more in-depth 

understanding of how their writing influenced the four institutions defining culture.  
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1 Introduction 

This paper analyzes the literary significance of two marginalized writers in relation to 

American life and culture in the early twentieth century: Khalil Gibran (1883-1930), author 

of The Prophet (1923) and Charlotte Perkins Gilman (1860-1935), who wrote Herland 

(1915). They were contemporaries and spent portions of their early years in the 

neighboring states of Massachusetts and Connecticut, although neither knew the other. 

Each wrote fictional works as a way to explore how the lives of millions could be improved 

if opportunities for self-expression, spiritual development, educational attainment and pride 

in heritage were more widely fostered in American society.  Both authors wrote to voice 

their moral vision; their idealism and disappointment with existing social institutions.  In 

The Prophet, Gibran seeks to influence his readers to reject sectarian and nationalistic uses 

of religion and to embrace the unity of world religions and ethnicities. Gilman’s Herland 

protests the limitations placed on intelligent and capable women and urges women to create 

institutions of their own in which to invent satisfying and creative lives.   

The first part of this analysis will explore Gibran’s writing of The Prophet, focusing on 

Gibran’s place among the Arab-American writers of his era as well as on the impact of 

American transcendentalism on his world-view.  Next comes a comparison of the ways that 

Gibran in The Prophet and Gilman in Herland used literature to critique four major cultural 

institutions: the family, religion, education, and national identity.  This comparative study 

of The Prophet and Herland is undertaken to facilitate better understanding of how these 

literary works influenced American attitudes toward the four cultural institutions, if not 

immediately, then in the decades following the Depression and World War II. 

It is hoped that a comparison of two authors who viewed life in the United States from 

the margins will deepen the reader’s appreciation of the powerful attraction of democratic 

ideals to those least nourished by them.  It concludes that each writer successfully critiques 

American social conservatism, Gibran in matters of ethnicity and religion and Gilman of 

gender. But neither steps beyond his or her received views on other matters; Gibran on 

conventional marriage and family roles and Gilman on Aryan racial and middle class 

strictures on sexual expression.  



7 

2 Khalil Gibran: Life and Work 

In order to understand an unconventional literary work, it is necessary to explore the social 

milieu in which it was written. Khalil Gibran, author of The Prophet, was born in Besharri, 

Lebanon, in the Lebanese Mountains, on January 6, 1883. His parents were Catholic 

Christians of the Maronite sect. Gibran was separated from the rich culture of his homeland 

at the age of twelve when he moved to America.  In 1895, Gibran’s mother took Gibran, 

his brother and their sisters with her, while her husband, a drinker and a gambler, was 

incarcerated (Cole).  

In his early teens, Gibran attended Denison House, a school for poor children in South 

Boston, where he was encouraged to be an artist.  He published a few of his drawings and 

posed for Boston photographer Fred Holland Day.  His mother worked as a seamstress. In 

1898, Gibran’s mother returned him to Lebanon for further education.  He lived there until 

1903, returning to the USA upon the death of his sister, followed soon thereafter by the 

death of his mother and brother.    

Upon his return to Boston, Gibran renewed his acquaintance with Fred Holland Day, 

who arranged an exhibition of Gibran’s drawings in 1904.  Day introduced Gibran to 

Elizabeth Haskell, a teacher ten years his senior who became a lifelong friend and 

sometime romantic partner.  Supported by his surviving sister, Gibran studied art and 

traveled back and forth to Europe and Lebanon until 1910. After four years of Arabic 

studies in Beirut and a couple of years in Europe, Gibran returned to New York, where he 

lived until he died in 1931 (O’Connor 1-2).  Despite two long lasting relationships with 

American women, Gibran never married, nor did he have children or become an American 

citizen. Gibran died at the age of 48 from tuberculosis and cirrhosis of the liver (Bushrui).  

Many who study Khalil Gibran trace the cultural and literary influence of both East and 

West on his writing. Translator and editor Joseph Sheban observes that “Gibran’s thirst had 

taken him to the fountains of Buddha, Zoroaster, Confucius, Voltaire, Rousseau, Nietzsche, 

Jefferson, Emerson, and even to Lincoln” (Sheban 54). Gibran became a mediator between 

the Arabic and the Western worlds, attempting to bridge the gap between them. He 

advocated a joining of his heritage and his new environment. He incorporated Western 

themes into his Arabic literature, while making his own contribution to the West. 
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Gibran published both in Arabic and English; a few of his books were published 

posthumously. These works include Spirits Rebellious (1908), The Broken Wings (1912), 

and A Tear and a Smile (1914), all written in Arabic; The Procession (1918), The Madman 

(1918), The Forerunner (1920), The Prophet (1923), Sand and Foam (1926), Jesus, The 

Son of Man (1928), The Earth Gods (1931), all in English; and the posthumous The 

Wanderer (1932), The Garden of the Prophet (1933), and Lazarus and His Beloved (1933).  

2.1 Khalil Gibran as a Reformer of Arabic Literature 

Khalil Gibran actively participated in the Arabic literary renaissance that began towards the 

end of the 19
th

 century, along with individual writers in the Arab world, such as Butrus al-

Bustami (1819-1883), Khalil Mutran (1872-1949), and Abbas Mahmud al-Aqqad (1889-

1964).  In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Arab writers began to come to 

America to escape the sociopolitical and economic hardships of their countries. They 

already had a strongly established literature from as early as the fifth century and brought 

with them valuable literary works. Their literature was borne of their views of real life, 

humanity, love, and the beauty of nature.  

These Arab-American literates strove to reform the Arabic language as they attempted 

to integrate new ideas into traditional literature. Arab writers living in America – Mahjar 

writers – made an even more concentrated effort to change their conservative literature to 

be more attuned to Western poetry, including that of the English Romantics. Modern Arab-

Americans adopted new styles that reflected the freedom they enjoyed, while they felt that 

their counterparts in the East, on the other hand, strove to maintain the status quo 

(Mcharek). They introduced the prose poem as well as Western individualism and 

secularism (Mcharek). A Mahjar writer, Mikhail Nuayma, was nominated for the Nobel 

Prize for Literature in 1964, proving that this rich heritage of literature influenced later 

world literature (Jafarov and Ibrahimovaf 201).  

Gibran was a part of the Mahjar group of American immigrant writers who denounced 

Arab traditions that they thought had become stagnant, while attempting to revive Arabic 

literature in their new home. Gibran was also noticeably influenced by early Arabic writers, 

both intellectually and morally. These include such figures as Ibn Khaldun, Avicenna, 

Imam Ghazali, Abu Nuwas, and al-Mutanabbi (Günday). Indeed, the Arab Mahjar literature 

was born out of familiarity with classic Arab literature and melded with the experiences of 

adopted Western civilization and literature.  
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The depth of this new literature stemmed from homesickness, according to Jafarov and 

Ibrahimovaf (203). The Mahjar found themselves expected to adopt the dominant U. S. 

culture, a feat over which they agonized. The Arab immigrants came to America searching 

for their dreams. Instead, they found hardship and disappointment.  They were forced to 

sell goods in the streets, even though they did not know English, so they tried to 

communicate by signs (Jafarovi and Ibrahimovaf 109). They did not know how to abide the 

pressures put on them to assimilate and yet to maintain their native identities. Their own 

newspapers and journals addressed these issues. The Mahjar writers discussed how to 

maintain their identity among members of the generation born in America as well as how 

best to best integrate into their adopted country (Majaj).  

A further complication in their Americanization was the racism that the Arab 

immigrants experienced in the United States.  The Immigration Act of 1917 excluded 

persons who were not white. The right of Arabs to become naturalized citizens of the USA 

was threatened because of their non-white status in the immigration office. It was left to the 

courts to decide whether an individual or an ethnic group qualified for naturalization.  The 

Arabs were ruled not to qualify because they had darker skins and were not of European 

origin, whereas Syrians and Palestinians were classified as foreign-born whites.  

Despite the difficulties they experienced, the Arab immigrants made gains in their 

socioeconomic status and literary achievements.  Those who managed to learn the language 

obtained higher education and published their own periodicals in their language.  The 

Mahjar writers wrote in both Arabic and English. Their writing, known as Mahjar or Arab-

American writing, bridged the gap between East and West, combining the philosophical 

ideas of both, drawing upon the writings from “Al-Mutanabbi, Al-Farid, and al-Maari to 

Homer, Virgil, Milton, Emerson and Thoreau” (Majaj). Mahjar literature went through 

several developmental stages. Their works were valuable to American literature and 

definitely made an impact on it (Jafarov and Ibrahimovaf 200).  

The works of these Mahjar writers spoke of homesickness, love, freedom and 

humanism. They broke away from traditional forms and themes and innovated with form 

and content to attract a wider audience. They sought to preserve their language and 

literature in the Americas, ensuring it met the demands of current literature but also 

introducing their innovative ideas and literary forms (Jafarov and Ibrahimovaf 201).    

The Mahjar writers banded together to form special literary societies to help spread 

their influence as writers and to ensure the preservation of their literature. These societies 
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developed over a number of years, each with a different focus, but with the purpose of 

spreading their writings throughout the “New World” in which they found themselves 

residing (Jafarov and Ibrahimovaf 195-202).   They fostered an ongoing debate about how 

to reconcile Christian and Islamic identity, Arab-American and white native born American 

citizens (Majaj).  

Gibran was a pioneer among the Mahjar writers. Some of the Arab literary societies 

were formed during Gibran’s time, and under his influence, including the very first, the Pen 

League, as well as the Minerva society, the Maari society, and the al-Adab society. Each of 

these made an impact for Mahjar literature, including promoting it, aiding new writers, and 

making it visible to the world in a positive manner. The different societies, each in its own 

way, helped to further the Mahjar literature. Whether short-lived or more lasting, they 

contributed in preserving and furthering the rich heritage of this proud people. 

These writers were at odds with their social world that was corrupt, hypocritical, and 

materialistic (Ganaie 111). They strove to change the situation with their writings that 

focused on freedom, nature, real life, and love (Jafarov and Ibrahimovaf 200).  

 Mahjar literature had many characteristics typical for the Romantic style. In 

comparing Mahjar literature to the characteristics of Romanticism, it is evident that their 

literature more closely relates to Romanticism than Realism, though there was a transition 

from the first to the latter in the 19
th

 and early twentieth centuries. One great difference 

from traditional Arabic literature was in Gibran’s depiction of nature. In Arabic literature, 

nature was depicted as something to be contended with, while Gibran viewed it as having a 

life of its own. In The Prophet (21), he endowed it with spiritual, emotional, and 

intellectual properties: “Forget not that the earth delights to feel your bare feet and the 

winds long to play with your hair.”  Gibran believed it held humanity together with a divine 

property. He believed that unity with nature was a religious act and that, ideally, nature and 

humanity should be in a perfect symbiotic relationship.  

2.2 Hybrid Literature 

The Mahjar writers attempted to become acceptable to the white Americans whom they 

tried to impress by emulation, yet they were still concerned about losing their Arabic 

identity and their language. This resulted in hybridity, a blending of traditions. The Mahjar 

writers focused on spirituality, their Christian identities and geographical connection with 

the “Holy Land.”  They focused heavily on biblical language and parallels, seeking to 
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distance themselves from Islam while making the “exotic” terrain of the Middle East a 

common motif in their writings (Majaj).  

The melding of Eastern and Western literature produced free poetry styles, which were 

a definite break away from the metered styles of traditional Arabic poetry. Many of the 

Mahjar writers also adopted the modern philosophy of their new homeland. They 

simplified their native writing traditions in an attempt to make their work more 

understandable and accepted by a country that did not understand their native language. 

Many Arabic writers felt that they lived during a period of degeneration in Arabic literature, 

and that a new hybrid literature was being born, combining the best of both cultures’ 

literature (Adegboyega). As Irfan Shahid notes, Gibran took part in bringing about the 

Renaissance of Arab literature and its impact on American Literature (5). Though Gibran is 

not fully accepted as a part of American literature, being excluded from the literary canon, 

he still influenced Mahjar writers to Americanize the genres of Arabic literature (6).  

2.3 Transcendentalist Influence on Gibran 

In an 1842 lecture titled “The Transcendentalist,” Ralph Waldo Emerson gave credence to 

a philosophical view that many in America saw as new.  It was not new but rather a 

development in the Western philosophical tradition of idealism, which traced its roots back 

to Plato.  The term “transcendentalism” was derived from the philosopher Immanuel Kant’s 

Critique of Pure Reason (1798).  For Kant, “transcendentalism” signified an idealism that 

could defeat John Locke’s thesis that all human ideas are based upon and largely limited to 

sensuous experiences.  Kant showed that there were a priori intuitions of time and space, 

and certain formative ideas, such as causality and existence, which did not arise through the 

senses, but which shaped sensuous experience.  These intuitions of the mind were a priori 

or “transcendental forms” (Goodman 101-2). Popularizers of transcendentalism in the 

United States construed Kant’s philosophy as an intellectual foundation for an expansive 

confidence in inborn human mental powers. They believed that miracles could result from 

an open mind and the power of the human imagination (Goodman 100). 

Transcendentalism became a driving force in American literature in the half century 

before Gibran’s time, with ideas popularized by such authors as Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

Though Gibran was not a self-proclaimed transcendentalist, the influence of Emerson and 

other transcendentalists is evident in his writings. “Emerson’s persisting influence on late-

nineteenth- and twentieth-century American writers is evident in astonishing 

permutations…” (“Ralph Waldo Emerson” 489).  
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Ahmad Y. Majdoubeh suggests that Emerson influenced Gibran’s writing in two ways. 

First, Gibran used Emerson’s works as a direct resource for some of his work.  It was 

through Emerson’s writings that Gibran became acquainted with Neo-Platonism and 

Buddhism (Majdoubeh 478). Although Emerson and Gibran were from dissimilar religious 

backgrounds, their most popular works show similar transcendentalist ideas about 

spirituality.  Both Emerson’s essay “Self-Reliance” and Gibran’s The Prophet explore the 

relationship between the Self’s search for an authentic way of life and a personally 

satisfying religion. Emerson says the true man should think of himself and his God as 

aspects of a transcendent divinity.  In The Prophet, Gibran’s al-Mustafa emphasizes the 

need for self-knowledge in making religious commitments.  Gibran’s characterization of 

religion as an aspect of individual development is similar to Emerson’s (Bushrui).  

Gibran’s prophet al-Mustafa and Emerson’s Self-Reliant man offer similar guidance on 

love and friendship (Bushrui). Both characters prefer solitude yet realize the importance of 

friends in life.  Both characters understand that one must be true to oneself, and not copy 

friends.  

Gibran, speaking through al-Mustafa, says, “If he [your friend] must know the ebb of 

your tide let him know its flood also” (Gibran 70). The Self-Reliant man had a similar 

commentary on friendship. He says, “If you can love me for what I am, we shall be 

happier…. If you are true but not in the same truth with me…. I will seek my own 

[companions]” (Emerson 543-544). 

Emerson says the Self-Reliant man is one who knows goodness. However, for 

Emerson, good and bad are relative. Good is what is good for the Self-Reliant man; bad is 

what is wrong for him (Emerson 535). Similarly, Gibran’s al-Mustafa says, “You are good 

when you are one with yourself.” However, he says, doing good or not-good things is not 

what makes you evil or bad (75). 

Both the Self-Reliant man and al-Mustafa believe prayers should be directed toward 

thinking about one’s life, not asking God for things. The Self-Reliant man says prayer is 

“the contemplation of the facts of life” (Emerson 545). Al-Mustafa similarly says prayer is 

“…the expansion of yourself into the living ether…” (78). Both authors recommend prayer 

as a daily activity.  The Self-Reliant man, for example, says, “As soon as the man is at one 

with God, he will not beg. He will then see prayer in all action” (Emerson 545). Al-Mustafa 

says, “God listens not to your words save when He Himself utters them through your lips” 

(81). Speaking your prayers, according to them, is God saying His words through your lips.  
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According to The Prophet, God is in everything, from nature to the sphere of the entire 

earth.  Al-Mustafa says, “You are a breath in God’s sphere and a leaf in God’s forest…” 

(60). He says that religion is everything humans do and in everything around us. Al-

Mustafa says, “Your daily life is your temple and your religion” (91).  Al-Mustafa teaches 

that worship continues as long as one loves life. In like manner, the Self-Reliant man 

believes that everything in life is a part of a person’s religion. According to both authors, 

there is no life apart from religion, and no religion apart from life. The Self-Reliant man 

says that all things are “one with them, and proceeds obviously from the same source 

whence their life and being also proceed [God]” (Emerson 540). 

Although Emerson’s transcendentalist ideas deeply influenced Gibran, it is clear in 

comparing “Self-Reliance” and The Prophet that the two hold different views of the past. 

Al-Mustafa says, “let to-day embrace the past with remembrance” (74) while Emerson 

shows that he minimizes the focus on the past. He has the Self-Reliant man negate the 

importance of the past above the present when he says, “history is an impertinence and an 

injury, if it be anything more than a cheerful apologue or parable of my being and 

becoming” (Emerson 541).  

In addition to the transcendentalist focus of The Prophet, the reader can see the 

influence of Biblical literature, Christian and Sufi mysticism, Buddhism, and Hinduism on 

Gibran’s most famous work (Mcharek).  Gibran’s imagery is based primarily upon nature; 

he frequently compares the natural and the human worlds. In his poetry, he recognized the 

symbols of nature, depicting a life promoting the kinship of all men and borrowing from 

nature symbols for both the emotional and intellectual messages of his poetry. He touted 

the sanctity that nature held and stressed a duty to protect, sanctify, and celebrate nature 

and to learn from and commune with it.  

One great difference from traditional Arabic literature was in Gibran’s depiction of 

nature. In Arabic literature, nature was depicted as something to be contended with, while 

Gibran viewed it as having a life of its own. He endowed it with spiritual, emotional, and 

intellectual properties: “Forget not that the earth delights to feel your bare feet and the 

winds long to play with your hair.” He believed it held humanity together with a divine 

property. He believed that unity with nature was a religious act. He believed nature and 

humanity to be in a perfect symbiotic relationship.  He advocates its use in poetry and art, 

and exhibits the influence of such nature poets as Wordsworth, Keats and Blake, and of 

American transcendentalists such as Emerson, Thoreau and Whitman (Bushrui). 
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Gibran showed a preoccupation with India and Hindu scriptures, which was usually 

attributed to American transcendentalists, but there was another potential influence, the 

Indian poet-philosopher, Rabindranath Tagore. Though Gibran did not learn any Indian 

language, he may well have drawn inspiration from this source as well as from the 

American transcendentalists (Datta). 

It is quite apparent from Thoreau’s works that he had an influence on Gibran’s thinking 

when he acts as a mediator between man and nature and presents them as a prophetic entity. 

His main desire was to predict a new dawn for humanity, whether it be Eden or New 

Jerusalem, and encourage them to be ready for it. The promise of resurrection was a 

promise of paradise when man was ready for it (El-Hage). Blake influenced Gibran in 

seeing imagination as the only creator, and Emerson taught him that the “visible revealed 

the invisible.” Gibran believed that both the self and nature were the source of true life and 

happiness for man, but he had to choose one over the other. He often showed harmony 

between man and nature, but also showed at times that the self emerged superior to nature. 

He was seeking God, not nature, but often sought the Divine through nature (El-Hage). 

Gibran sought God throughout his life, but it was not always easy to understand his 

beliefs about the relationship between God-Man-Nature. He wanted to believe in a perfect 

God, but to him this meant continuous growth. He rejected a sense of stasis and stagnation. 

After The Prophet, Gibran, for the first time enjoyed the complete harmony and unity for 

which he had always longed but had never previously enjoyed. His philosophy, like 

Blake’s, taught the hope of resurrection, infinite peace, and redemption (El-Hage). 

American transcendentalists such as Walt Whitman, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Henry 

David Thoreau made a major impact on Gibran’s writings. He embraced their ideas, as is 

seen in their influence on his works. He adopted their ideas about reincarnation, and the 

individual self as an imitation one strives to grow into. He believed in the progress of 

human beings into a divine world. He believed in the metaphysical realm as a way to 

understand the higher life an individual has available in this world. Another strong 

influence upon Gibran and his religious beliefs were Friedrich Nietzsche and William 

Blake, who caused him to question his religion and the role of priests. He never, however, 

questioned that there was a God (Bushrui). 
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2.4 Abdu’l-Baha 

Almost all readers of The Prophet are curious about its inspiration. They wonder if there 

was an actual prophet from which the book draws its inspiration – a holy man as al-

Mustafa was depicted. If so, who was this man, and how can we find more of his teachings, 

they ask. Others wonder if the poet William Blake provided the major inspiration for this 

character. Some few even believe the inspiration came from the transcendentalists Emerson 

and Thoreau. There are many other suggestions people have made as to the possible 

influence. One often overlooked is Abdu’l-Baha, the eldest son of Bahá'u'lláh,
 
the founder 

of the Bahá'í Faith.  After meeting this person, Gibran stated, “He is a very great man.  He 

is complete.  There are worlds in his soul….”  He also confessed to a colleague that he had 

“seen the Unseen, and been filled” (Bushrui and Jenkins 126). 

Soon after this meeting and the ensuing statements, Gibran began his writing on a new 

work, The Counsels, which later became titled The Prophet. He stated to others, friends of 

his, that he had worked on this piece since 1912 when he first got an idea for the motif of 

an “Island God” who was exiled to an island (Bushrui and Jenkins 165).   

There is some agreement that Gibran based his name for the exiled prophet al-Mustafa 

upon the name Al-Mustapha, which means in Arabic, The Chosen One, and on Abdu’l-

Baha, by changing consonants to mimic the name. When Abdu’l-Baha visited New York, 

citizens sought the counsel of his wisdom. Similarly, Gibran had as his overall plot in The 

Prophet the clamoring of citizens for the wisdom of al-Mustafa. Villagers referred to al-

Mustafa as “the Master” just as Gibran had heard the Baha’i address Abdu’l-Baha. He 

followed by sharing, through al-Mustafa, the wisdom of Baha’i teachings: 

You have been told also that life is darkness, and in your weariness you echo 

what was said by the weary.   

And I say that life is indeed darkness save when there is urge,  

And all urge is blind save when there is knowledge. 

And all knowledge is vain save when there is work,  

And all work is empty save when there is love;  

And when you work with love you bind yourself to yourself, and to one another, 

and to God  

(“Work”) 
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To compare, from the Tablets of Baha’u’llah, p. 26: 

It is enjoined upon every one of you to engage in some form of occupation, such 

as crafts, trades and the like. We have graciously exalted your engagement in 

such work to the rank of worship unto God, the True One. Ponder ye in your 

hearts the grace and the blessings of God and render thanks unto Him at eventide 

and at dawn. Waste not your time in idleness and sloth. Occupy yourselves with 

that which profiteth yourselves and others. Thus hath it been decreed in this 

Tablet from whose horizon the day-star of wisdom and utterance shineth 

resplendent….  

When anyone occupieth himself in a craft or trade, such occupation itself is 

regarded in the estimation of God as an act of worship; and this is naught but a 

token of His infinite and all-pervasive bounty. (Langness)  

Gibran used his talent as a writer to invite individuals to contemplate their dreams and 

visions. He had the uncanny talent to visualize the spiritual, which was considered by many 

to be above the normal (Ganaie 92).  

Gibran was a mystic of a sort, if we accept the definition of a mystic loosely, taking it 

out of the realm of the holy or spiritual. The definition of a mystic is one who has had an 

abnormal experience on a personal level. His wisdom of the world around him was 

abnormal, or mystic. He tries to help others understand his experiences in order to see past 

the everyday world experiences (Ganaie 78). Gibran was concerned with the tension 

between body and soul. He believed the soul defined a man. He strove to help people 

realize the divine. He believed firmly in imagination, believing God and man shared it. He 

believed man reaches perfection because God is in everything. He did believe that God is 

transcendental, but also believed that nature and the physical is the key to understanding 

the relationship between God and Self. He also believed in the harmony between one’s 

body and soul, and that each one is somewhat of a prophet. He felt strongly the 

responsibility to guide people to see and understand their inner self (Ganaie 90).  
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3 Critical Analysis of The Prophet   

The Prophet is considered the most important work by Gibran. It is composed in the form 

of prose poems, twenty-eight in number, each individually complete. Each poem provides 

Gibran’s view on some aspect of life or some problem that man might face. His views on 

each issue, if followed, would lead his readers to a utopian existence. Through fiction 

Gibran presents a work that teaches life lessons through the character of al-Mustafa, who 

acts as a prophet and teacher, exploring issues that Gibran believes are important in a 

culture. According to Farsi, “Gibran took on a fictional persona to deliver critical insights 

of the modern age” (346). Gibran draws from all religions when staging al-Mustafa’s 

teachings. Al-Mustafa’s teachings guide his followers as well as the world all over to form 

a concept of God that is both social and moral. His messages are friendly words of 

encouragement. Gibran appears to be attempting to overcome barriers between East and 

West on conflicting cultural and human issues (Buck, 2010; Acocella, 2008).  

Written in the manner of prophecies, the prose poems of The Prophet reflect 

significantly on love, life, and families. They represent Gibran’s views on important life 

issues, although the prophet, al-Mustafa, is the speaker who is giving the advice. The 

poems consist of the narrator’s replies in answer to questions posed by residents of the 

land, asked when he was preparing to go back to his homeland, all describing a utopian 

universe (Ganaie 80).  Gibran’s fictional country and the city of Orphalese lend credibility 

to his philosophies, although they were not totally grounded in the culture of his time.  

The language that Gibran uses for his narrator indicates that he believes that universal 

love and unity are healing powers. Gibran believed that a man existed in his soul and in his 

body. He believed that God moved in a man’s mind. His ideology appealed to the world at 

his time, and still today continues to appeal to a wide audience. The Prophet is the second 

largest selling book in the world. The Bible is the only book that surpasses it (Ganaie 90).  

Al-Mustafa is about to begin a journey to his native homeland. He has been away for 

years and is excited to get to go home, but is nostalgic about leaving the homeland he has 

adopted as his own for a dozen years. He agrees to answer the questions of those asking 

him, partially in an attempt to delay his departure. Nevertheless, the ship is coming and 

ultimately he must leave after relating words of wisdom for the people for guidance after he 

is gone (Ganaie 90). Gibran uses personification to refer to the abstract noun “love.” He 
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refers to love as he, his, and him. He declares and shows evidence to the people that pure 

love frees and purifies their souls. He shows a progression in his teachings, from a fear of 

God to a love of God and ideal worship (Ganaie 90). Gibran drew on his Eastern culture 

the belief he evinces in the philosophy of God as a spirit in all parts of the universe. The 

language in The Prophet promotes the idea of unity in diversity and the healing power of 

love and unity (Bushrui 68). Irwin quotes the French sculptor Auguste Rodin as saying that 

Gibran was “the Blake of the 20
th

 century” (1).  

In his attempt the correct the negative aspects of Western and Eastern society, Gibran 

presented a philosophical and religious approach. In commentary on what discourse entails 

and how it enlightens one, John S. Dryzek explains it as a “shared way of apprehending the 

world. Embedded in language, it enables those who subscribe to it to interpret bits of 

information and put them together into coherent stories or accounts. Each discourse rests 

on assumptions, judgments, and contentions that provide the basic terms for analysis, 

debates, agreements, and disagreements” (8).  

In trying to explain how Gibran represents the world in The Prophet, Al-Khazaji, 

Fahmi, Abdullah and Wong look at several issues, as follows. An examination of these 

issues enables one to understand the problems that Gibran, and the world he wrote about, 

faced at the time. These issues had a great influence on Gibran’s writings as he attempted to 

make sense of them for himself and his audiences (Al-Khazaji, et al.).  

3.1 Ethically and Morally Corrupt World 

In Up the Line to Death: The War Poets 1914-1918 (1964), editor Brian Gardner says that 

the poets of the early 20
th

 century “found a brotherhood that transcended the barriers of 

class, strong at the time; of religion, of race, of every facet of society.”  Gibran looks for 

this same sense of bonding in humanity, regardless of religion, race, or politics (Al-

Khazaji, et al.). In Gibran’s mind, the whole world was deformed, and he wanted to teach 

people to release themselves from the evil that resulted after WWI, which had led to 

psychological and spiritual violence. This era was considered by historians of the time to be 

the most corrupt time in history, both morally and ethically. Declining social values were 

seen as a major characteristic of individuals of that time in which Gibran was writing. 

Thus, Gibran, in The Prophet, attempts to instruct people in the way life should be in 

reality in all its aspects. He teaches ethics based on certain religious tenets. In addition, 

Gibran teaches the people certain mores of society, based on the existing morality of the 

time. He did not teach these mores and ethics for any desire for political or other power, as 
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some priests and politicians did, but intended, instead, to strengthen social stability, bring 

peace to society, and to help develop a life style of spirituality (Al-Khazaji, et al.). 

In analyzing the different aspects of The Prophet, it is evident that the foremost value 

throughout is love. The first subsection is actually “Love,” being the main point – the 

foremost point of departure throughout life and peace.  

All these things shall love do unto you that you may know the secrets of your 

heart, and in that knowledge become a fragment of Life’s heart.  

But if in your fear you would seek only love’s peace and love’s pleasure.  

Then it is better for you that you cover your nakedness and pass out of love’s 

threshing-floor,  

Into the seasonless world where you shall laugh, but not  all of your laughter, 

and weep, but not all of your tears.  

(“Love”) 

This passage gives evidence that Gibran sees morality as unstable with his statement of 

“cover your nakedness” and “seasonless world” where moral instability and dissatisfaction 

with one’s life is evidenced as only a marginal reflection on ethics (Al-Khazaji, et al.). 

Some critics have likened Gibran to William Blake, both being social reformers and 

prophets encouraging consciousness, rising beyond the current cultural beliefs (Al-Khazaji, 

et al.). In evaluating Gibran’s works, Ludescher claims:  

Gibran’s early works depict a world in which the transcendent power of Nature 

is contrasted with the innate corruption of human society. For Gibran, Nature is 

both a living spiritualized being and a manifestation of God’s universal law. 

Although humans in their natural state are pure and uncorrupted, they will only 

return to God and achieve their divine nature after they have evolved through the 

course of many lives on earth. (Ludescher 113) 

Gibran actually drew many of his creative ideas from religion. The world at the end of the 

nineteenth century was corrupt, ethically and morally, and there was considerable religious 

conflict. Gibran was believed to use this form of writing against those who would use 

religious conflict for their own means. His Arabic writings, according to Hawi, were many 

times used to convey Gibran’s strong belief and following of religious matters (141). 

3.2 Love-Impoverished World 

The people of Orphalese only realize the existence of love when they learn of it from al-

Mustafa. They recognize their love toward al-Mustafa, declaring their love but saying it has 
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previously been hidden and silent. They say, “Much have we loved you. But speechless 

was our love, and with veils has it been veiled (“The Coming of the Ship”). 

Gibran used his character al-Mustafa to teach his readers about an ideal love, 

uncorrupted, and about truth. He did not teach of individual love but of collective love 

between all peoples. Al-Mustafa speaks to his audience about living and acting as lovers in 

the world. Gibran understood the insufficiency of love in Orphalese, as he showed through 

al-Mustafa’s words. 

When love beckons to you follow him,  

Though his ways  are hard and steep.  

And when his wings enfold you yield to him,  

Though the sword hidden among his pinions may wound you.  

And when he speaks to you believe in him.  

(“Love”).  

Gibran shows his belief in love being a source of freedom to the soul and that it purifies it. 

He believes that love is in most human activities, using it sixty-four times in the text of The 

Prophet.  

He attempts to show that love brings knowledge and moral assurance. He shows a 

progressive change from fear of God to love of Him in the ideal worship of the people. 

Gibran also appeals to the love of nature, in both The Prophet and other works, 

appealing to simplicity of life since all civilization is a part of the corruption and misuse of 

nature, considering nature divine (Al-Khazaji, et al.).  

 Complexity of Life and the Materialistic World 

Gibran shows his dissatisfaction with the complexity of life and the striving for 

achievements to the exclusion of spirituality. Gibran believed that nature had a life of its 

own, spiritually, emotionally, and intellectually, binding man to man. He appeals to 

environmentalists as he appeals to all to respect nature and not to destroy it. Gibran rejected 

materialism and supported helpfulness among all humanity. He listened to the spiritual by 

attending to people, nature, and the soul. Bushrui and Jemkins claim that “[i]n all his work 

he [Gibran] expressed the deep-felt desire of men and women for a kind of spiritual life 

that renders the material world meaningful and imbues it with dignity” (1). 
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 Egotism and Dominate World 

In texts on marriage, children, and friendship, Gibran mentions such negative experiences 

as emotional abandonment, self-importance and pride, and dominating behavior. In each, 

Gibran expresses discomfort with the corruption of what he considers a reasonable distance 

between spouses, the gap between parents and children, and the phoniness between friends. 

An example of his views on marriage is being together but not possessing or dominating 

the other. His views on the sanctity of marriage and the idea of being together until death 

are summarized here: 

You were born together, and together you shall be forevermore.  

You shall be together when white wings of death scatter your days. 

(“Marriage”) 

On individuality in marriage the Prophet says: 

But let there be spaces in your togetherness,  

And let the winds of the heavens dance between you. 

Love one another but make not a bond of love: 

Let it rather be a moving sea between the shores of your souls.  

Fill each other’s cup but drink not from one cup.  

Give one another of your bread but eat not from the same loaf.  

(“Marriage”) 

Gibran uses the following imperative verbs to encourage people to avoid egotism: love, fill, 

give, sing, dance, and stand together. He criticizes the misunderstanding about proper 

parental care, but helps to coin the idea that children are our future.  

Your children are not your children. 

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.  

They come through you but not from you,  

And though they are with you, yet they belong not to you.  

(“Children”)  



22 

We also see how Gibran presents family life and the parental treatment of children when he 

discourages parents from ruling over their children and forcing them to follow their 

example, and trying to shape the children’s world.  

You may strive to be like them, but seek not to make them like you. 

For life goes not backward nor tarries with yesterday. (“Children”)  

On friendship, Gibran states that friendship can involve warmth, knowledge, and peace. It 

also allows for laughter and joy. When asked about friendship, al-Mustafa says: 

Your friend is your needs answered. 

He is your field which you sow with love and reap with thanksgiving. 

And he is your board and your fireside.  

For you come to him with your hunger, and you seek him for peace.  

When your friend speaks his mind you fear not the “nay” in your own mind, nor 

do you withhold the “ay.”  

(“Friendship”) 

Gibran is, however, a recluse, avoiding the sorrows and perversions of the world. Readers 

of The Prophet consider it theologically sound and a guide to reforming the world. Gibran 

was a social reformer and an anthropomorphic prophet, as is mentioned in some verses in 

texts as follows: 

Prophet of God, in quest for the uttermost, long have you searched the distances 

for your ship.  

(“The Coming of the Ship”) 

For the master spirit of the earth shall not sleep peacefully upon the wind till the 

needs of the least of you are satisfied. 

(“Buying and Selling”) 

 Injustice and Oppression 

It is impossible to ignore Gibran’s political ideas, as environmental, political and social 

concerns influenced his creativity in his works. His genius and emotions also helped 

shaped his creativity, based on his concerns. He does not state political views directly, but 

as allegories, encouraging reform in both church and state. He rejects strict laws and 

authoritarian government action in the attempt to force strict obedience. 
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But to whom life is a rock, and the law a chisel with which they would carve it 

in their own likeness?  

But you who walk facing the sun, what images drawn on the earth can hold you? 

(“Laws”) 

And how shall you rise beyond your days and nights unless you break the chains 

which you at the dawn of your understanding have fastened around your noon 

hour?  

(“Freedom”) 

Many factors in Gibran’s life influenced his ideology and his outlook on life. These factors 

included Ottoman colonization of his Arab country and the poverty, disease and destitution 

he suffered in America. These factors shaped his view of the world around him. One 

example is his idea of the word freedom. He says, in The Prophet, about freedom: 

At the city gate and by your fireside I have seen you prostrate yourself and 

worship your own freedom,  

Even as slaves humble themselves before a tyrant  and praise him though he 

slays them.  

(“Freedom”) 

Gibran feels that people interpret freedom as a weapon, not as an aspiration toward which 

they should strive. He believed societies only became free when they saw freedom as a 

tangible concept. Ludescher states that “Gibran was not interested in reforming the corrupt 

social system by replacing oppressive laws with progressive ones, but instead was 

advocating absolute freedom” (114). 

You shall be free indeed when your days are not without a care nor your nights 

without a want and a grief, 

But rather when these things girdle your life and yet you rise above them naked 

and unbound.  

(“Freedom”) 

Gibran seeks justice with social solidarity by glorifying morality. 

And the robbed is not blameless in being robbed. 

The righteous is not innocent of the deeds of the wicked,  

And the white-handed is not clean in the doings of the felon.  
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(“Crime and Punishment”) 

Gibran recognizes justice as the legislation of the Lord, not as the laws of man. Politicians 

and leaders, according to Gibran, often are not aware whether their rules are helpful or 

harmful to society. Analysts agree with Ludescher when he says, “Gibran challenges the 

arbitrary injustices of the legal system, whose manmade laws are frequently in conflict with 

the more enduring and just laws of nature” (112). 

Is not remorse the justice which is administered  by that very law which you 

would fain serve?  

Yet you cannot lay remorse upon the innocent nor lift it from the heart of the 

guilty. 

 (“Crime and Punishment”) 

If it is an unjust law you would abolish, that law was written with your own hand 

upon your own forehead.  

(“Freedom”) 

Gibran believed that manmade laws represent hypocrisy, despotism and persecution. Al-

Mustafa proclaims: 

You delight in laying down laws,  

Yet you delight more in breaking them.  

(“Laws”) 

Gibran condemns hypocrisy and speaks about moral law and the religious aspects of law. 

On questioning man’s law, Gibran asks rhetorical questions: 

What man’s law shall bind you if you break your yoke but upon no man’s prison 

door?  

What laws shall you fear if you dance but stumble against no man’s iron chains? 

(“Laws”) 

Gibran consistently addressed the need for freedom, as he had a strong desire to promote 

spiritual movement. 

Probably because Gibran belonged to two different cultures, he shows a sense of self-

alienation, injustice, and social responsibility. This is especially noticeable at both the 

beginning and the ending of the book. Al-Mustafa speaks of this when the ship arrives and 

again at the end when he is about to leave. 
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How shall I go in peace and without sorrow? Nay, not without a wound in the  

spirit shall I leave this city.  

Long were the days of  pain I have spent within its walls, and long were  

the nights of aloneness; and who can depart from his pain and his aloneness    

without regret?   

(“The Coming of the Ship”) 

The silence of aloneness reveals to their eyes their naked selves and they would 

escape.  

(“Talking”) 

These feelings of isolation and alienation are evident when al-Mustafa wants to leave 

Orphalese, even though he will be returning to his homeland.  

And some of you have called me aloof, and drunk with my own aloneness,  

And you have said: “He holds council with the trees of the forest, but not  

with men.  

“He sits alone on hill-tops and looks down upon our city.” 

 True it is that I have climbed the hills and walked in remote places.  

How could I have seen you save from a great height or a great distance?  

How can one be indeed near unless he be far?  

(“The Farewell”) 

In The Prophet, the idea of man as the image of God is pervasive in the text. Gibran abhors the 

multiplicity of religions. Due to the multiplicity of religions, people have different views 

regarding worship and rituals, which often leads to conflict, something that is abhorrent to 

Gibran. This multiplicity in religious ideas often leads to conflict between nations. Gibran’s 

beliefs are in agreement with all religions that support an everlasting spirit. 

And then he assigns you to his sacred fire, that you may become sacred bread for 

God’s sacred feast.  

(“Love”) 
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Gibran was in support of unity among religions. He proposed that God is everywhere, that 

man dwells in God’s heart, and that all is Godly. He believed each person had an undefiled 

part of God as the self.  

When you love you should not say, “God is in my heart,” but rather, I am in the 

heart of God.”  

(“Love”) 

Aye, you shall be together even in the silent memory of God.  

(“Marriage”) 

And when you work with love you bind yourself to yourself, and to one another, 

and to God.  

(“Work”) 

God listens not to your words save when He Himself utters them through your 

lips.  

(“Prayer”) 

Al-Mustafa, the central character in The Prophet, speaks throughout the book about the 

unity of religions. All the characters in the book help to enhance Gibran’s views in focus of 

the questions that were important to them. The moral values and al-Mustafa’s teachings on 

many issues of life point toward a utopian city, as the world that Gibran desires and depicts 

through al-Mustafa is not yet in existence. The principles in the message taught draw from 

all religions, absolving dogmatism and embracing the pure parts of those religions, namely 

love, unity, and understanding. Al-Mustafa’s teachings encourage all to embrace a moral 

conception of God as love (Al-Khazaji, et al.).  
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4 The Prophet and Four Institutions of Culture 

To examine a culture, it is important to define what culture means and to be able to identify 

the culture(s) in question. Since literature affects culture and culture in turn affects 

literature, the study of literature grants admission to the history, habits and cherished ideals 

of the group.  Conversely, an examination of a culture helps one to understand the literature 

of that culture. One definition of culture is that it constitutes the sets of differences in a 

society, in particular where they affect the values of the group (Maznevski, et al. 276). 

Cultural values are learned by interacting with the members of a social group, most 

specifically with the family. Upon a person’s birth, the institutions of a culture are already 

in place – things such as language, politics, education, and family structures. Over a 

person’s lifetime, however, these institutions may change. As children grow, they learn the 

accepted response to situations based on the cultural values that surround them. However, 

in order to survive, the young must also learn to change with their culture (Thomas and 

Peterson 23).  

There are several institutions that comprise a culture. The four institutions under 

discussion in this paper are among the most fundamental social structures: family, 

education, religion, and politics. The values, objectives and objects of a culture are a 

collective work, produced by the bond of people with each other. To fully understand 

culture, one must view it as not simple collective works but need to understand how the 

social products are formed from the societal changes surrounding their development 

(McNeely 4). Over time, a culture maintains those institutions that support it, and 

eliminates those that are detrimental. Thus, culture is not static at all, but dynamic, in order 

to maintain the stability of the group (Thomas and Peterson 27). Changes encountered in a 

society bring about the development of different institutions in a culture. Though many 

tend to interpret such changes as problems, they really lead to the progression of cultural 

institutions (McNeely 3). Gibran speaks to each of these aspects of culture in The Prophet. 

He emphasizes the importance of the four institutions but also stresses the importance of 

maintaining individuality. 

4.1 Family 

In speaking of marriage, which relates to his views of family, Gibran’s Prophet tells the 

interested group around him: 
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Fill each other’s cup but drink not from one cup.  

Give one another of your bread but eat not from the same loaf. (“Marriage”) 

The common theme here is twofold. It is the instruction not to allow the marriage 

relationship to define your life, and, secondly, that pure love goes beyond oneself. There is 

enjoyment in individual pursuits as well. The whole purpose of unity is to strengthen each 

other in the partnership.  

A common theme in The Prophet is revealed when al-Mustafa speaks about children:  

Give your hearts, but not into each other’s keeping.  

For only the hand of Life can contain your hearts.  

(“Marriage”) 

On love, which is a part of family relationships, Gibran says: 

Love gives naught but itself and takes naught but from itself.  

Love possesses not nor would it be possessed;  

For love is sufficient unto love.  

(“Love”) 

Gibran seems to be saying that though the family relationship is vital, it is not the all-

encompassing relationship. He seems to be saying that one needs to maintain individuality.  

Ay, you shall be together even in the silent memory of God.  

But let there be spaces in your togetherness, 

And let the winds of the heavens dance between you. 

(“Marriage”) 

Gibran expounds on children, saying thus: 

Your children are not your children.  

They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.  

They come through you but not from you, 

And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.  

(“Children”) 
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With his comments we see that Gibran is saying that even in marriage as a parent, each 

person is to remain an individual. There seems to be even more distance between parent 

and child, he appears to say, than the distance between the individuals of a couple. 

However, even within a couple, individuality must be maintained.   

4.2 Education 

Al-Mustafa reveals his thoughts on education when he tells the crowd that if one is wise, he 

does not try to lead you to his idea of learning, but rather leads you to your own interests  

If he is indeed wise he does not bid you enter the house of his wisdom, but rather 

leads you to the threshold of your own mind.  

(“Teaching”)    

The whole city of Orphalese in The Prophet had access to the same knowledge as al-

Mustafa.  

People of Orphalese, of what can I speak save of that which is even now moving 

your souls?   

(“The Coming of the Ship”)  

This was because they had an interest in learning all of which al-Mustafa had knowledge. If 

not, they would not have been able to be taught.  

No man can reveal to you aught but that which already lies half asleep in the 

dawning of your knowledge 

 (“Teaching”) 

4.3 Religion 

Gibran saw religion in a different light than his culture at the time. He did not see religion 

as a battle between Good and Evil. Al-Mustafa explains religion to his followers:  

Your daily life is your temple and our religion.  

Whenever you enter into it take with you your all. 

Take the plough and the forge and the mallet and the lute,  

The things you have fashioned in necessity or for delight.  

(“Religion”) 

On prayer, Gibran tells his audience: 
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You pray in your distress and in your need; would that you might pray also in the 

fullness of your joy and in your days of abundance. 

For what is prayer but the expansion of yourself into the living ether?  

And if it is for your comfort to pour your darkness into space, it is also for your 

delight to pour forth the dawning of your heart  

(“Prayer”) 

Thus Gibran depicts a loving, benevolent God, who desires to communicate with his 

followers and to bring good to them, in place of the common perception of a stern and 

punishing God.  

4.4  Love of country 

Gibran sets his writing in a distant city, Orphalese. He shows the love that al-Mustafa has for 

his homeland and for the land where he dwells. He teaches the people about how to view the 

land and its laws. Al-Mustafa instructs his people to accept their laws.  They can only live in 

peace, he instructs them, if they do not disregard the laws that had formed them.   

You delight in laying down laws,  

Yet you delight more in breaking them. 

(“Laws”)  

If it is an unjust law you would abolish, that law was written with your own hand 

upon your own forehead.  

You cannot erase it by burning your law books nor by washing the foreheads of 

your judges, though you pour the sea upon them  

(“Freedom”) 

Gibran shows his philosophy on patriotism and love of country when he has al-Mustafa 

launch into a monologue about his excitement and his remorse when he spies the ship that 

is coming to get him to take him to his homeland. Al-Mustafa says: 

How shall I go in peace and without sorrow? Nay, not without a wound in the 

spirit shall I leave this city.  

Long were the days of pain I have spent within its walls, and long were the 

nights of aloneness; and who can depart from his pain and his aloneness without 

regret?  

(“The Coming of the Ship”) 
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5 Charlotte Perkins Gilman: Life and Work 

Charlotte Gilman was born Charlotte Anna Perkins on July 3, 1860, in Hartford, 

Connecticut. She was the great niece of Harriet Beecher Stowe, author of Uncle Tom’s 

Cabin. Gilman’s father abandoned the family when she was a child.  She came of age in a 

country where women eventually gained the vote but remained far from equal to men.  

Prior to the Civil War women were venturing into educational options but had access to 

several colleges by the time of the Civil War. After the War, the founding of several 

women’s colleges was at least in part due to Gilman’s legacy. This led to a new breed of 

women who demanded their place in the workforce and recognition for their accomplish-

ments (Lane 14). By the end of the nineteenth century, women had begun experiencing 

vocational and educational options that were previously unavailable to them. They realized 

they could have options outside the common beliefs of the culture in that time.  

In Gilman’s world, society was patriarchal. Women’s purpose in life was caring for a 

husband, children, and the home (Lane 13).  Gilman experienced her first marriage to 

Walter Stetson in 1884 and care of their infant daughter as miserably confining.  “The 

Yellow Wallpaper” (1892), Gilman’s autobiographical and most popular fictional work, 

details the descent into mental illness of a woman kept locked up for total rest in a room 

under the care of her physician-husband.  A later marriage to George Houghton Gilman in 

1900 proved more compatible with Gilman’s scholarly and literary ambitions (Beekman).  

In her life and her work, Gilman attempted to redefine the submissive role of women. 

She envisioned a well-educated person who was economically self-sufficient and politically 

active. In Herland, the women characters displayed these traits (De Simone).  Gilman was 

a prolific writer. Some of her feminist works included: A Woman’s Utopia; Concerning 

Children, The Home, and Human Work; The Home: Its Work and Influence; A Garden of 

Babies; The Beauty of the Block; and Maidstone Comfort (Kessler 64-66).  Gilman’s 

utopian writings include the following: 

Moving the Mountain depicted what the world would be like if changed to suit women. It 

was not one of her best works, but did present this world through the eyes of a man, in an 

attempt to validate such a world (Kessler 63). What Diantha Did commented on what a 

woman needs to contribute to a society that is monogamous and supported by a capitalist 

society (Kessler 63-64). Her Memories, published in Gilman’s magazine The Forerunner. 
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This was an account by an unnamed male who recounted his female companion’s memories 

about her life in a utopian community. The children were cared for in community care 

centers. Occupants received meals prepared and delivered to them by others (Kessler 64).  

The utopian nature of the fictional Herland makes Gilman’s feminist ideals seem 

believable. In order to promote her innovative sociological views, Gilman found it 

necessary to present them in a fictionalized context, because society at the time would not 

accept a nonfiction work by a woman promoting such ideas (Salinas). Gilman’s fictional 

women were able to fend for themselves in a society independent of men. She describes a 

utopian community totally run and run well by a society of women. No men are a part of 

this society. This was in total dissonance with the conditions of Gilman’s world at the time.  

Published in 1915, when women were beginning to question their traditional role as 

helpmate of man, Herland depicts a separatist feminist utopia (Cavataro 1). Gilman was 

able to write literature from her own experience to address the subject of women’s 

oppression (Baumgartner 5). With Herland, Gilman first ventured into the realm of 

feminism, or questioning of the place to which women were relegated by the male 

population and indeed the entire society. Later works were even believed to depict a 

Utopian society if women were given proper significance, and the focus were on human 

values, not masculine ones (Kamal 396).    

Gilman has been termed a poet, a preacher, an iconoclast, and a social theoretician. She 

addressed the question of women’s rights in her written work, as well as in her personal 

life.  In religion, Gilman was a humanist, who worked for the betterment of the human race 

(Allen 29). Before her death, Gilman stated she was not interested in personal immortality. 

She said she was only interested in Humanity (the capital H was hers) and that she was 

content with God (Allen 30). Echoing the transcendentalists, Gilman believed she was a 

vital part of God, and that she was a vessel for divine energy. She drew strength from her 

personal mysticism more than anything else (Allen 35). After being diagnosed with 

inoperable breast cancer in 1932, Gilman died of an intentional overdose of chloroform on 

August 17, 1935.  
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6 Critical Analysis of Herland  

Herland starts with three males coming into an all-female community. Each man has a 

different way to view women. Jeff puts women on a pedestal, while Terry is a womanizer, 

using women for his pleasure. Vandyck Jennings serves as the narrator. He is a sociologist and 

is above all interested in studying the women and their community.  The novel moves forward 

as dialogue, through question and answer. In an effort to learn about each other and their 

worlds, Jennings asks Ellador questions and she responds, asking him questions in return and 

receiving answers. It is in this manner that Gilman conveys to the reader her impression of 

conditions in the world and what she thinks will make a more equitable society.  

Gilman contributed to the development of feminist theory through her writing of 

Herland. Although she used a male as her main character, there were many indications of 

the impact of Gilman’s experiences as a woman, making Herland an “influential work on 

gender as a social construct” (Cavataro 1). Gilman constructs Herland as a Utopian society, 

supposing that if women were given the proper significance, the focus would be on human 

values, not masculine ones (Kamal 396).  

In Herland Gilman strived to show her belief that “the female is the race type, and the 

male, originally but a sex type” and show that when “we learn to differentiate between 

humanity and masculinity we shall give honor where honor is due” (Lant 293). Gilman 

shows the perceptions of males when she has the narrator of Herland say, upon his first 

glimpse of the country, “Why, this is a civilized country! . . There must be men” (Gilman 11).  

Gilman used the three male characters to represent what she believed was men’s 

attitude toward women. She also used them to symbolize some of her own sexual 

experiences (Salinas). The men, Jennings especially, find it hard to accept that the women 

have a technologically advanced society that functions without a man present.  He studies 

all the institutions of their society and is open to the idea that their society is as good as his 

own. By the end of Herland, he convinces Ellador to marry him, though she has no concept 

of what that means.  Gilman spotlights the attitude of men toward women when the three 

men first arrive. They are ready to fight because they cannot imagine a society run only by 

women, and were expecting to find men somewhere, ready to attack, as was the nature of 

men, Gilman believed. In Herland, though each of the three men fall in love with a 

different woman, only her idyllic Jennings refrains from a sexual relationship. However, he 
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does marry and leave Herland with his bride. Jennings’s perspective is well known, but 

also calls into question our perspective on civilization, when Gilman has us compare our 

civilization, with its masculine perspective, to a new civilization for which we have no 

present knowledge (Lant 293). 

Gilman aimed to introduce a new type of fiction, but she was unsuccessful. The 

patriarchal concepts of marriage, sex, motherhood, love, and education undermined the 

shape of her novel, even though the Herlanders seemed able to deconstruct those concepts 

(Lant 297). In Herland, Gilman designed a women’s utopia where women handle 

everything, logically and systematically, without the help of men. Only women populate 

Herland until the male explorers appear on the scene. Everything runs very smoothly. 

Quarrelling only occurs between the women in contrast to the real world where men and 

women quarrel with each other, often in large, opposing groups. Gilman depicts the women 

of Herland as completely satisfied with their world.  Then the residents of Herland begin to 

include the company of men, whom they have not known for two thousand years. The 

women then begin to consider the males as potential companions, beginning with the three 

explorers who have happened upon their world (Rani).  

Gilman’s fictional world renders the sexual procreative process obsolete.  The history 

of Herland begins when the country was devastated and left without men. Most of the men 

had been killed in war and lay buried under the ridge isolating them from the outside world. 

The remaining slaves revolted, and the women turned against the slaves. They then learned 

to live in Herland without men as well as to continue reproduction without them. This 

reproduction became the focus of their life. Gilman depicts this bonding between the 

women by comparing them to a sisterhood:   

“You see, they had had no wars. They had had no kings, and no priests, and no 

aristocracies. They were sisters, and as they grew, they grew together –not by 

competition, but by united action.” (Gilman 40) 

There is no instance of rape because the women are asexual. They “will” themselves to 

have children. Gilman reconstructs her whole world, in contrast to writers such as 

Kandukuri, who only reversed roles (Lant 294). 

The world of women that Gilman portrays did not choose its seclusion, but had it 

forced upon them by men, like the narrators, from the outside world. Outsiders thus narrate 

the events, resulting in questionable reliability. The three explorers are not subordinates, 

but seem at first suspicious and are kept under constant observation, studied by the women 
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to become good companions (Lant 294). It is made apparent by one of the characters that 

gender awareness is not a part of Gilman’s world of women: 

Jeff continued thoughtful. “All the same, there’s something funny about it,” he 

urged. “It isn’t just that we don’t see any men — but we don’t see any signs of 

them. The — the — reaction of these women is different from any that I’ve ever 

met. “There’s something in what you say, Jeff,” I agreed. “There is a different — 

atmosphere. They don’t seem to notice our being men,” he went on. “They treat 

us — well — just as they do one another. It’s as if our being men was a minor 

incident. (Gilman 20)  

No doubt, Gilman used this method to show how men in her current world failed to understand 

women in her envisioned world. This is true until the women begin to speak up and explain 

themselves. These women are aware of the biological difference between themselves and the 

men, and they hope they can enjoy some form of ‘normalcy’ based on this.  

Gilman had previously written about motherhood and its place in society in her non-

fiction works. She continues this theme in Herland and deems motherhood sacred, the only 

way for women to enjoy fulfillment in their lives. They must populate their world and 

continue their race, so motherhood is vital to them. This extreme focus on motherhood 

seems to suggest that without men as their companions, women would make children their 

utmost destiny in life:  

“Here was Mother Earth, bearing fruit. All that they ate was fruit of motherhood, 

from seed or egg or their product. By motherhood they were born and by 

motherhood they lived — life was, to them, just the long cycle of motherhood.” 

(Gilman 40)  

Glorifying motherhood might have served Gilman’s purpose to show the achievements of 

women, but it also has almost an opposite effect. It restricts the importance of a woman’s 

life and restricts her achievements. The existence of fatherless children in Herland does not 

bring into question their legitimacy. They are children of the country, eliminating conflict 

and bringing peace and contentment to all. 

Gilman’s women have their own language. Through this, Gilman creates not only 

social, geographical and cultural utopias, but a linguistic one as well.  This utopian 

language adds to their identity of a civilized race in Herland.  

“It was not hard to speak, smooth and pleasant to the ear, and so easy to read and 

write that I marveled at it. They had an absolutely phonetic system, the whole 

thing was scientific as Esperanto yet bore all the marks of an old and rich 

civilization.” (Gilman 21)  
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Both the women in Herland and the visitors attempt to learn each other’s language. The 

explorers, especially, learn the language of the local worlds (Lant 295). 

Often in the narrative, Gilman reveals her ideology about “uncivilized worlds and 

peoples.” For example, the explorers are accompanied by a “savage” who reveals to them 

the women’s world and directs them there. A male explorer/narrator goes into the women’s 

world, revealing a male view on the world:  

“[T]here is no doubt in my mind that these people were of Aryan stock, and were 

once in contact with the best civilization of the world. They were ‘white,’ but 

somewhat darker than our northern races because of their constant exposure to 

sun and air.” (Gilman 35)  

This passage reveals the importance of race to Gilman.  She associates Aryan stock with 

the best civilizations.  She describes white women as well groomed—an important factor in 

Gilman’s world—but not always present.  The women of Herland are interested in the 

visitors’ world, and they are not put off when the men trespass on their community. In this 

way, Gilman is able to portray the women as proud and assured of their own achievements. 

While learning about the world outside, they educate the explorers about their land: 

“Have you no kind of life where it is possible?” asked Zava.  

“Why, yes – some low forms, of course.”  

“How low – or how high, rather?”  

“Well – there are some rather high forms of insect life in which it occurs. 

Parthenogenesis, we call it that means virgin birth.”  

“She could not follow him.” 

“Birth, we know, of course; but what is virgin?”  

“Terry looked uncomfortable, but Jeff met the question quite calmly. “Among 

mating animals, the term virgin is applied to the female who has not mated,” he 

answered.  

“Oh, I see. And does it apply to the male also? Or is there a different term for him?” 

He passed this over rather hurriedly, saying that the same term would apply, but 

was seldom used.  

“No?” she said.  



37 

“But one cannot mate without the other surely. Is not each then – virgin – before 

mating? And, tell me, have you any forms of life in which there is birth from a 

father only?”  

“I know of none,” he answered, and I inquired seriously. “You ask us to believe 

that for two thousand years there have been only women here, and only girl 

babies born?”  

“Exactly,” answered Somel, nodding gravely. “Of course we know that among 

other animals it is not so, that there are fathers as well as mothers; and we see 

that you are fathers, that you come from a people who are of both kinds. We 

have been waiting, you see, for you to be able to speak freely with us, and teach 

us about your country and the rest of the world. You know so much, you see, and 

we know only our own land” (Gilman 31- 32). 

Gilman portrays a difference in the knowledge of the two groups. She portrays the wisdom 

of the women’s country, while portraying the civilized land of the explorers as being naïve. 

She shows how the women’s culture involves speaking openly about nature and how they 

understand their surroundings. At the same time, she shows how the men’s culture, 

inhibited as it is, is unable to accept and share natural existence, considering it unnatural 

and taboo. Although the men try to convince the women that they can not understand the 

“civilized” world, the reader, with Gilman’s help, understands that it is the other way 

around – the men being unable to comprehend the female world. 

Although Gilman highlights gender issues, she is unable to avoid her bias toward race 

and class. This brings up such issues as the sidelining of people who belong to “other” parts 

of society, even though she attempts to champion women. This raises questions about why 

utopias and dystopias sideline parts of society that have been “othered.” It also gives rise to 

the question that if other marginalized parts of society were to write of utopia, what would 

it look like? Gilman’s Utopian novel presents a positive vision of the capability of the 

feminine spirit. She changes the private world of mother/child in the individual home to a 

community of mothers/children in a socialized land (Lant 291). 

Gilman’s Herland was revolutionary and was accepted with trepidation by many in the 

literary world. Sandra Gubar says Gilman fulfilled her purpose of “decentering definitions 

of the real woman, the total woman, the eternal feminine.” However, the shape of her novel 

undermines the vision of women as strong and supportive.  Gubar says that the shaping of 

the novel negates the vision of the women in Herland as agents of their own experience. 

While Gilman portrays women as not to being subject to rape, masculine domination over 

feminine power, she loses that advantage by focusing on the issue of Terry and Alima, and 
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their sexual union, on the potential violence involved.  According to Gubar, Gilman allows 

patriarchal values to overcome the feminist focus of her text (142). 

Since there is no sex for pleasure alone in Herland, and women are not dependent on 

men for their livelihood, they have equality and sharing that would otherwise be 

unavailable to them. According to Ann Lane, the inhabitants of Herland feel all the effects 

of liberation. She mentions the ideas of Herland that differ from the outside world. There is 

class equality, communal child rearing, no sex or violence by males, no work assignments 

based on gender, intense mother/child bonds, idealized homes, and maintenance of social 

order using persuasion and consensus (Lane).  

As the women attempt to learn about the world of the visitors by asking questions, the 

male visitors share much about their own world. The women of Herland first learn of the 

use of abortion, birth control, and a harsh patriarchal God.  Sometimes the differences in 

the two worlds seem comical, as when the women are appalled at depriving a calf of its 

mother’s milk, and Somel asks “Has the cow no child?” (Gilman 48). However, whether 

the comparisons are comical or gut wrenching, as when they first learn of abortion, they 

serve to affect our consciousness, as well as to reshape the narrator’s consciousness about 

naturalness, sex roles, and sexuality as understood at their time. Vandyck explains: 

I found that much, very much, of what I had honestly supposed to be a 

physiological necessity was a psychological necessity, or so believed. I  

found, after my ideas of what was essential had changed, that my feelings 

changed also. (Gilman 128) 

There is “no sex-feeling” in Herland; society is built upon the principles of motherhood and 

sisterhood rather than upon artificial sex distinctions: these women, “whose essential 

distinction of motherhood was the dominant note of their whole culture” (58). “You see, they 

had no wars. They had no kings, and no priests, and no aristocracies. They were sisters and as 

they grew, they grew together not by competition, but by united action” (Gilman 60).  

Gilman experienced difficulty in her goal of changing society’s consciousness about 

certain issues because the consciousness she wanted to change had been formed by a set of 

values she did not agree with. She was addressing an audience that had values contrary to 

those she sought to instill in her readers (Lant 295).  Problems of language and 

representation made Gilman’s job even more difficult. She tried to create or discover a 

language for the concepts that she presented and her culture did not yet recognize them. 

How could she reshape the understanding of women and thus change their lives for the 
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better? Though she understood the power of literature to shape her readers’ consciousness, 

she also was aware of the extreme difficulty of using traditional form of address to shape 

her radical and transforming ideas (Lant 295). 

Central to Herland are Gilman’s ideas about ethics and the power of language to 

change perceptions. In sharing the idea of this matriarchal and utopian community, she 

makes language a political issue.  The result is that the women’s community thrives; they 

have no war, conflict, rape, or misery. The narrator explains that this “miracle” of the 

country is that the basic process of life – birth – does not require the aid of men, nor do 

other aspects of their life require men. This allows a maternal and non-violent life in 

Herland.  This woman-centered culture shapes Herland’s creativity as well.  Gilman gives 

her readers a view of a more ethical, instructive, human literature than that produced in 

patriarchy, as would befit her visionary society (Lant 297).  

Terry criticizes the literature of Herland, when the men are forced to read children’s 

books, which Terry finds boring, calling them “pretty punk literature” (Gilman 44). Gilman 

uses his comment to reveal that Herland’s literature was not satisfactory to Terry because it 

did not address his interests in life; namely, romance, adventure, and men. “Can’t expect 

stirring romance and wild adventure without men, can you?” the narrator asks (Gilman 44).  

A further problem Gilman faced in Herland is that her novel has male characters in order 

to contrast what is real and what is imaginary in her utopia.  She has to compare Herland to 

the men’s world to show the contrast she is striving to reveal. Vandyck explains his view of 

the differences between fiction and reality by observing, “There were no adventures because 

there was nothing to fight” (Gilman 49). In its art and literature, Herland does not suffer the 

tension and brutality of the narrator’s art and literature because it does not have to suffer 

those tensions and brutalities of the turn-of-the-century world. Life is ideal in Herland, but its 

art is dull, and Vandyck agrees with Terry when he defames the drama:  

“I tell you the higher grades of life are reached only through struggle, combat. 

There’s no Drama here. Look at their plays! They make me sick.”  

He rather had us there. The drama of the country was to our taste rather flat. You 

see, they lacked the sex motive and, with it jealousy. They had no interplay of 

warring nations, no aristocracy and its ambitions, no wealth and poverty 

opposition. (Gilman 99) 

Gilman appears to have trouble separating the suffering and conflict in the real world from 

her literature about Herland. She focuses upon conflict and sexual prowess in her novel. 
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The sexual content is the main aspect of the conflict she shows. She could have shaped the 

novel in such a way as to show that there can be a good novel without sexual content, 

adventure, or romance. Gilman fills Herland with aggressive, assaultive, and negative 

sexuality. All aspects of the novel, plotting, use of suspense and characterization, and 

language build on the sexual content (Lant 299).  Vandyck makes obvious his feelings on 

the sexual challenge in the choice of words he uses: the idea of Herland is not compelling, 

interesting, or intriguing. It is “attractive.”  

In the novel, the three men are not adventurers or explorers, or after fortunes in 

Herland. They are characterized by their relationship with women, with their sexuality and 

masculinity. The virginal and undiscovered country of Herland gives the men a chance to 

show their virility with the Amazonian women. At the very beginning of the story, the 

narrator begins by focusing on the women as objects, mentioning their appearance: 

“Nobody will ever believe how they looked” (Gilman 1). He even refers to the land in 

sexual terms, saying the “strange and terrible Woman Land” is reachable only by traveling 

through an untamed, feminine wild zone: “a dark tangle of rivers, lakes, morasses, and 

dense forests” (Gilman 2). The explorers believe they will conquer Herland, either 

civilizing it or finding a masculine civilization there.  As scientists, they intend to make 

sense of this unusual land.  

Herland is, in ideological and metaphorical terms, feminine. It holds with matriarchal 

values, being a sisterhood. However, the explorers display their patriarchal powers; 

sometimes trying unsuccessfully to demonstrate what they believe is their superior 

intelligence. They continually show their masculinity.  When Terry is anticipating his 

engagement, he speaks of the “glittering attractions” of Feminisia while “fingering that 

impressive mustache of his” (Gilman 7).  Gilman shows how the narrator cannot avoid his 

masculine bias when she writes of the conflict between Herland and the visitors. He 

mentions that the story he wrote was from memory only and that it might have been 

different if he had his notes: “This is written from memory, unfortunately. If I could have 

brought with me the material I so carefully prepared, this would be a very different story” 

(Gilman 1). Gilman uses the sexual tension in the conflict between masculine and feminine 

ideologies when she hints at the threat behind these sexual tensions. This makes Herland 

become a love story, one in which marriage is not the ultimate goal but instead, the 

consummation of marriage.  
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Terry’s intentions in his pursuit of the women of Herland are not exactly honorable. 

They are rather racy, and the novel develops anxiety in readers about whether or not Terry 

will be successful in his pursuits, and exactly how he will accomplish his goals. Gilman 

further plays on anxiety in the novel by stressing how the men get sexually frustrated. 

These men, she says, are rendered helpless by the women, whereupon they begin to feel 

“like a lot of neuters” (Gilman 26). There are three recognizable questions that arise when 

reading Herland. These comprise an ideological question, a personal one, and a political 

one. They are: 

 Ideological: How does American patriarchal culture equate with Herland’s 

matriarchal one? 

 Personal: Will the men be able to convince their wives to have a sexual 

relationship? 

 Political: Will the men overpower Herland and convince the women to adopt 

sexuality instead of parthenogenesis? 

All three questions can be combined into one basic question. This question is will Terry 

ultimately force himself on Alima and rape her. Both Gilman and Terry have hinted at this 

from the beginning of the novel.  

Terry’s negative power has been there from the beginning, casting a negative feeling in 

novel. He may not have raped Alima, but the war and love throughout his story, the story 

that Gilman is telling, makes him a partner in the rape of Gilman’s own text. Her handling 

of masculine brutality and the significance she gives it is as if she raped her own text. It is 

what the novel is about, a tale driven by rape as its motivation, tension, and audience 

interest. Gilman threatens her readers with the implied violence of Terry and the 

vulnerability of Alima. She compels her audience to read on to investigate and confirm 

what Terry will do (Lant 303). 

Despite these flaws, the novel is quite plausible. It is believable, even expected, that 

Terry would vigorously, though not always honorably, seek a sexual relationship with 

Alima. He is the ideal character for it. He is a male that has been shaped by the social and 

psychological world of nineteenth-century America. He represents the archetypal American 

hero.  Gilman follows the literary conventions of her time. The literary world would 

possibly have not allowed a novel depicting a matriarchal society with her ideology. She 

may have found she could not do what she envisioned, write a new story, a woman’s story. 

Her interpretive community of one may not have been enough to convince her audience to 
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accept these new literary standards. She thus compromised her own convictions to conform 

to the current set of literary conventions. We might even view Gilman as a victim of her 

place, time, and literary conventions. We are not necessarily constrained to view the novel 

as a failure on Gilman’s part to portray her vision, but more likely, it is a catalog of the 

literary limitations of her time and experiences (Lant 305).  
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7 Analyzing Herland as Related to Four Institutions of Culture 

7.1 Family 

Gilman takes pains to reveal the common social practice of subduing the humanity of the 

female, showing in the novel Herland the virtues of a utopian society of women only. 

Thus, the women become the ruling factor, as there are no men. Family is the whole society 

of women and their children. The women collectively make decisions for the whole 

community (Kamal 398). Gilman, in having the women share their history with Van and 

the men, shows how important the daughters, the only children, are to the women.  

They began at once to plan and build for their children, all the strength and 

intelligence of the whole of them devoted to that one thing. Each girl, of course, 

was reared in full knowledge of her Crowning Office, and they had, even then, 

very high ideas of the molding powers of the mother, as well as those of 

education. Such high ideals as they had! Beauty, Health, Strength, Intellect, 

Goodness—for these they prayed and worked. (Gilman 50) 

The women of Herland have no concept of marriage or family outside of their concept of 

providing and caring for children. They have the purest interpretation of love, marriage, 

and family in their great, universal love for each other and their nurturing of those women 

who would carry their children, as Van narrates: 

Two thousand years of one continuous culture with no men. Back of that, only 

traditions of the harem. They had no exact analogue for our word home, any 

more than they had for our Roman-based family. They loved one another with a 

practically universal affection, rising to exquisite and unbroken friendships, and 

broadening to a devotion to their country and people for which our word 

patriotism is no definition at all. (Gilman 80).  

One way that conventional expectations of women and the values of Herland dovetail is when 

that Gilman addresses the sanctity of motherhood. This is borne out when Ellador, in 

explaining to Van the importance of children in their society says, “The children in this country 

are the one center and focus of all our thoughts. Every step of our advance is always considered 

in its effect on them—on the race” (Gilman 57).  Van attempts to share what Ellador had 

explained to him about how they all became one family over the years. This was exceptional 

since there were no males in their society. Van explains a few matrons survived and bore 

children, males who died. They work together for nearly ten years, growing more attached and 

stronger. Finally, one has a child, which is considered a miracle as no male is involved:  “they 



44 

decided it must be a direct gift from the gods, and placed the proud mother in the Temple of 

Maaia—their Goddess of Motherhood—under strict watch. And there, as years passed, this 

wonder-woman bore child after child, five of them—all girls” (Gilman 48). Van then proceeds 

to understand how this has happened, with the children involved numbering between five and 

six hundred, all harem-bred. Left alone in that terrific orphanhood, they had clung together, 

supporting one another and their little sisters, and developing unknown powers in the stress of 

new necessity (Gilman 49).  Van explains that as the older ones died, the memory of men died 

with them. The women who do not bear children care for the women in the temple who bear 

children. This was their only means of motherhood, until one might suddenly bear a child and 

become one of the mothers in the temple.  

This method of begetting and rearing the children, all females, results in a strong nation 

of women. The whole of the attitude of the women changed, Van says, from mourning and 

merely existing to a feeling of joy and pride. Van questions that maybe the ability to bear a 

child is an inherited trait by a few women. There are now one hundred and fifty-five 

parthenogenetic women, who are becoming a new race, Van acknowledges (Gilman 49). 

This shows the importance of children in Herland. At first, they were essential to keep their 

civilization in existence. Later, they were important to improve the knowledge of society, 

but their numbers had to be limited.  

Van narrates Ellador’s explanation of how they handled potential overpopulation. He 

explained how they eliminated grazing animals that would take up excessive room in their 

small country. They then developed a “system of intensive agriculture surpassing anything I 

ever heard of…” (Gilman 58). He explains further that though these procedures failed to 

eliminate the overpopulation problem, they solved it amicably. They did not, Van explains, 

become predatory for more land, or struggle with each other over distribution of food supplies. 

He explains how they peaceably hold a council meeting. “With our best endeavors this country 

will support about so many people, with the standard of peace, comfort, health, beauty, and 

progress we demand. Very well. That is all the people we will make” (Gilman 58). Gilman 

appears to comment on the conditions of overpopulation and the social problems resulting from 

overbreeding, i.e., “of underbred people trying to get ahead of one another” (Gilman 58).  

Van comments on the true meaning of motherhood as defined in the light of those 

mothers in Herland. He says that mothers have control over whether or to bear children.  

They are not forced to overpopulate the land and see their children suffer as a result. He 

explains the different belief they have of motherhood. It is not a brute and instinctive 
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feeling. It is personal, almost a religion, involving strong feelings of sisterhood among all 

of the women, regardless of their area of service. He struggles to explain it, saying, “it was 

National, Racial, Human—oh, I don’t know how to say it” (Gilman 59). He goes on to 

contrast his country’s view of a mother with theirs.  

We are used to seeing what we call “a mother” completely wrapped up in her 

own pink bundle of fascinating babyhood, and taking but the faintest theoretic 

interest in anybody else’s bundle, to say nothing of the common needs of all the 

bundles. But these women were working all together at the grandest of tasks—

they were Making People—and they made them well (Gilman 59).  

7.2 Education 

In Herland, the children learn what they want. They learn naturally and continuously, 

though not always consciously. They learn through their senses and in their involvement in 

nature. They never even realize they are being taught. They are never force-fed, Van says, 

as the children, even babies, were in his own country. Van says: 

Their idea of education was the special training they took, when half grown up, 

under experts. Then the eager young minds fairly flung themselves on their 

chosen subjects, and acquired with an ease, a breadth, a grasp, at which I never 

ceased to wonder (Gilman 81).  

Ellador tells Van that they could not learn if told what they had to learn. When explaining 

to Van how the expectation was for children to learn more than their mother did, and more 

than it was possible to teach them, Ellador said they must go beyond those before them just 

as their children must go beyond them in knowledge: 

Well, here is the Herland child facing life—as Ellador tried to show it to me. 

From the first memory, they knew Peace, Beauty, Order, Safety, Love, Wisdom, 

Justice, Patience, and Plenty. By “plenty” I mean that the babies grew up in an 

environment which met their needs, just as young fawns might grow up in dewy 

forest glades and brook-fed meadows. (Gilman 86).  

Van compares the quality of the education in his country with that in Herland. He says he 

talked with the girls and the plainswomen from all over the country to understand their 

views on education. He finds that no matter which woman or girl he questions, he finds the 

same level of intelligence, though in different fields: “Some knew far more than others 

about one thing they were specialized, of course; but all of them knew more about 

everything —that is, about everything the country was acquainted with—than is the case 

with us” (Gilman 55). 
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7.3 Religion 

In Herland, Gilman prefers the belief in a loving benevolent God to the punishing and 

angry one. When Terry and Van mention the practice in their country of baptizing infants 

and small children to protect them from damnation, Ellador gets very upset and had to go to 

the temple for relief.  

Her relief comes swiftly, but she is adamant that a God of love could not send 

children to an eternal fire (Gilman 94).  

The idea of a benevolent power that wants only good things for its subjects is 

further borne out by Van’s discourse on their religion. Van explains his 

impression of their religion thus: Their religion, you see, was maternal: and their 

ethics, based on the full perception of evolution, showed the principle of growth 

and the beauty of wise culture. They had no theory of the essential opposition of 

good and evil; life to them was growth; their pleasure was in growing, and their 

duty. (Gilman 80)  

While most consider religion to be some sense of the balance between good and evil, in 

Herland, there is no sense of evil. God requires only pleasure in their growth and duties.  

7.4 Love of country 

Gilman sets her work in a fictional, utopian place, far away from the general population. 

She makes note of the women of Herland and the fact of their agreement on all major 

principles of society. It had been such for more than sixty generations. They loved their 

country as an ideal place to grow and learn and for their children to do so as well. They had 

formed a society that worked in harmony and efficiency, and they were very proud of it. As 

Van indicates, though he does not understand it, they want it as a “cultural environment for 

their children” (Gilman 74).  

Van, in attempting to explain the women’s deep love of their country in light of 

his impression of patriotism as experienced in his own country, says: 

They loved one another with a practically universal affection, rising to exquisite 

and unbroken friendships, and broadening to a devotion to their country and 

people for which our word PATRIOTISM is no definition at all (Gilman 74). 

Van is well aware of the reason they have such a love of their country. It is not because of 

any political or geographical love, per se, but because of what it means to their children and 

their survival.  
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8 Comparing the Four Institutions in Both Works  

Many have written individually about Herland as well as The Prophet. However, not many 

have addressed information about the common traits between them. As did Gibran, Gilman 

wanted to help make sense of the world at the time, and make an impact. Although family 

was important to both Gibran and Gilman, they had quite different views on it. Gibran 

advocated that the love between man and woman should take precedence over that of the 

love for children. It was the ultimate form of family, according to Gibran. As there were no 

men in Gilman’s Herland, there was not the same issue of children versus mate. The 

women were like sisters, whose primary goal was to nurture the children. Children took 

precedence over all else, as they were the future of the land.  

Family was of strong interest for both writers, but the focus of family differed. In The 

Prophet, there was no direct reference to family, but marriage and children, both units of 

family, have very specific addresses. Gibran had strong suggestions of how the units of 

marriage and children should relate. For example, the couple was to nurture the children, 

but keep their relationship and their individuality. On marriage he says, “But let there be 

spaces in your togetherness” (Gibran 9). On children he says, “Your children are not your 

children. They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself” (Gibran 10).  

In Herland, however, Gilman portrays the “family” as being the entire society of 

women and children, each having a function in the unit. They believe the future of their 

society lies with their children: “That, of course, is the keynote of the whole distinction—

their children” (Gilman 81).  

In reference to education and teaching, both Gibran and Gilman appear to have similar 

ideas. Both advocate that in order to teach, or for a person to learn, there must be a desire 

on the part of the learners. Moreover, they need to be able to choose what they would learn. 

Further, Gibran indicates that the teacher can only impart knowledge, but cannot force 

learning. It appears he felt disciples must have a natural penchant for the subject.  

The astronomer may speak to you of his understanding of space, but he cannot 

give you his understanding.  

The musician may sing to you of the rhythm which is in all space, but he cannot 

give you the ear which arrests the rhythm nor the voice that echoes it.  
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And he who is versed in the science of numbers can tell of the regions of weight 

and measure, but he cannot conduct you thither. For the vision of one man lends 

not its wings to another man.  

And even as each one of you stands alone in God’s knowledge, so must each one 

of you be alone in his knowledge of God and in his understanding of the earth. 

(“Teaching”)  

Gilman supports the same views on education insofar as learning goes beyond what the 

teacher shares. The children of Herland are expected to gain the knowledge of their mothers, 

but to also go beyond that and add to the current store of knowledge, just as Gibran states that 

the teacher can only lead the student so far in their knowledge; the student is responsible for 

applying and adding to that knowledge. They seem to agree in the area of education more 

than in any of the other four institutions of culture in this comparison.  

In the area of religion, both authors perceive of God as a benevolent being instead of a 

malevolent one. Both also perceive religion as being in communion with nature and 

knowledge. However, Gilman saw it as more of a collective thing, as a society, while 

Gibran saw it as more of an individual communion between man and nature. For example, 

Gibran has al-Mustafa say, “Your daily life is your temple and your religion” (Gibran 35) 

while Gilman has Van observe, “Their religion, you see, was maternal; and their ethics, 

based on the full perception of evolution, showed the principle of growth and the beauty of 

wise culture” (Gilman 87).  

The two authors differ in their depiction of patriotism or love of country more than in 

any other of the four institutions. Gibran’s approach to love of country leans more toward 

the political, to laws and crime and punishment. Gilman’s view of love of country leans 

more toward that of citizenship and the responsibilities of the people toward each other. 

Both, however, have a special love of the geography of the country.  

There is some overlap between the two authors in reference to love of country, though. 

Gibran indicates that the reason for laws and punishment is the impulse to maintain truth to 

one’s self and to one another. Gilman shows how it is necessary to make rules relating to 

reproduction, limiting the number of children and designating in part which women can 

reproduce. Even in this, there are some similarities as well, only not as many. From Gibran: 

It is when your spirit goes wandering upon the wind,  

That you, alone and unguarded, commit a wrong unto others and therefore unto 

yourself.  
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Oftentimes have I heard you speak of one who commits a wrong as though he 

were not one of you, but a stranger unto you and an intruder upon your world. … 

The wrong-doer cannot do wrong without the hidden will of you all.  

(“Crime and Punishment”)  

And from Gilman, through Van’s observations, we see a similar view of religion, of a 

common responsibility. 

And how did those women meet it?  

Not by a “struggle for existence” which would result in an everlasting writhing 

mass of underbred people trying to get ahead of one another… .  

They sat down in council together and thought it out. Very clear, strong thinkers 

they were. …  

Conscious Makers of People. Mother-love with them was not a brute passion, a 

mere “instinct,” a wholly personal feeling; it was—a religion.  

It included that limitless feeling of sisterhood, that wide unity in service which 

was so difficult for us to grasp. (Gilman 58)  

Although Gibran’s and Gilman’s views on religion are not identical, they are quite 

similar in the responsibility that is expected of all citizens. They both see God as a 

benevolent being, experienced in part through nature and the sense of self one enjoys. 
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9 Conclusion 

The comparative analysis of The Prophet and Herland in this study showed how much 

Khalil Gibran and Charlotte Gilman were similar, though they were from very different 

societies, with only the timeline in common. The geographical location from which each 

writer presented had an impact on that writer. In the case of Gibran, he had two country 

loyalties. Gilman was similar in that she lived in over twenty places in the country, so she 

experienced this from a different viewpoint than if she had been only from one area. 

Gilman experienced life as a woman in a time when society did not accept women as 

equals to men, and Gibran experienced life as a man with the same attitude, but from the 

perspective of a country and society where respect for women was common and often they 

were responsible for helping support a displaced family in America.  

There are obvious areas of common themes between Herland and The Prophet in all 

the four major institutions of a culture: family, religion, education, and patriotism. 

However, there are differences as well. Gilman wanted to change her world; Gibran wanted 

to help make sense of his world by understanding it. He did want to give everyone equality, 

as he believed that was what was “right.” However, both had definite ideas about family, 

religion, education, and patriotism. Even though they were not identical, they were parallel.  
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10 Future studies 

Since there are other comparative scholarly analyses of these two works, and no exact 

comparison of the realms of society in which they moved, even though at parallel times, it 

is difficult to find expert information to draw upon for analyzing these two works. A 

thorough examination of the two, aligning them for commonality and differences, yields 

the means for a comparative analysis, though it is limited in the scope of this paper. A more 

thorough examination of the period would be beneficial, looking at political and societal 

issues, and examining the two writers’ responses to those political and societal issues.  

Suggestions include examining other literature of the era, noting common themes 

among them. An examination of both fiction and nonfiction should give a more thorough 

understanding of the issues involved. It was suggested that Gilman would have preferred to 

present her ideas as a nonfiction work but felt it would not be accepted from a woman as 

well as would a fiction work.  

Among suggestions for further study would be a look at political, historical, social, and 

literary ideas. Each of these have significant impacts on any writer, and would be beneficial 

to examine in order to get a better sense of the time, being able to take into account all 

aspects in doing a comparative analysis. Such aspects include the political and societal 

views of Mahjar literature, Arab immigration as well as immigration in general, feminism 

ideas of the time, and the place of women in the work force and home spheres. The 

Industrial Revolution was a factor of the time, as was communal home institutions. Though 

not examined in this paper, each of these had a significant impact.  

Another factor that would be beneficial to examine is the writing style and language of 

the two works. This would help to compare the attitude of each writer on the circumstances 

of their time. There are many works written about Gibran’s spiritual writing style and 

poetic language; however, not so much about Gilman’s writing style. Both writers were 

well educated and delved deeply into their views of the culture of their time.  
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