











spiritual powers of magic. Nimue’s case provides evidence
of this. She remains isolated during her upbringing in
Avalon. Without being given a reason, she is denied the
community of others “ordér[ed]. . .as a child into
seclusion, so that when she came to womanhood, there would
be one fully trained priestess in Avalon whom the Merlin
would not know by sight” (Bradley 784). The will of the
Goddess forms the only justification for this isolation.
Obviously, this seclusion keeps Nimue a virgin; therefore,
she possesses the power to cast a spell upon Kevin the
Bard, the Merlin of Avalon, who has turned traitor. Only
a virgin can, by the sacrifice of her maidenhead, cast a
spell strong enough to bring him back to judgment on
Avalon (Bradley 763-4). Only by working within the
framework of patriarchy through this virgin seduction can
Nimue perform the magic of the Goddess (Fuog 76). In the
course of the spell, Nimue herself becomes bound, causing
such emotional turmoil that she commits suicide upon
delivering the Merlin to his judgment.

In a society that holds the Beltane festival, where
people engage in sexual activity to celebrate the
fertility of the Earth, it would seem that ownership of
one’s own sexuality would be taken for granted. Avalon is
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seen by many critics and Bradley fans as a culture where a
woman may choose her own lover, whether or not to bear a
child, and when she shall remain without a sexual
companion. Yet, while many inhabitants of Avalon enjoy
these liberties, they fail to become ﬁniversal truths in
the culture; those who the Lady of the Lake destines for
other plans are stripped of these freedoms. Igraine must
give her virginity, person and future to Gorlois at the
demand of Viviane: “A daughter of the Holy Isle must do as
was best for her people, whether it meant going to death
in sacrifice, or layihg down her maidenhood in the Sacred
Marriage, or marrying where it was thought meet to cement
alliances; this Igraine had done” (Bradley 4). We have
discussed the commanded sexual encounters of Morgaine and
Nimue. Obviously, no norm of universal ownership of self
exists in Avalon.

Sexual Difference and Acceptance

Sexual difference becomes another measure of
inequality in Avalon. While Morgaine and Raven engage in
a culturally accepted lesbian relationship (Bradley 639-
40), male homosexuality is not accepted. This is clearly
demonstrated by Lancelet’s character. Bradley has altered
the character of Lancelet considerably from Malory’s
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tradition by writing him as a homosexual. Lancelet’s
mother is Viviane, Laay of the Lake, a heritage which
entitles him to live in Avalon. Bradley portrays his
character as one who struggles with his own sexuality; he
cannot, in Camelot, admit to his homosexuality. He
reveals this turmoil in describing his night -with
Gwenhwyfar and Arthur: “‘As we lay together. . .I--
touched Arthur--I touched him. . .och, I love her, mistake
me not, but had she not been Arthur’s wife, had it not
been for--I doubt even she--’ He choked and could not
finish his sentence” (Bradley 482). Avalon, were it as
enlightened as many critics would claim, would provide an
accepting haven for Lancelet, but it fails to do so. When
a conversation with Morgaine leads Lancelet to discuss his
sexuality “that he has long suppressed and attempted to
negate by entering into sexual relations with women,
Morgaine’s response is to shrink back from its
implications in horror” (Noble 291). Rather than
responding with acceptance or even friendship, Morgaine
reinforces the isolation Lancelet has experienced in
Camelot; she “put out her hand to stop him. There were
things she could not bear to know” (Bradley 482). 1In face
of this mentality, he denies the invitation to make a home
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in Avalon; he does not feel he belongs there. In the end,
he chooses to become a Christiaﬁ priest, a position which
requires the concealment of his sexual identity (Bradley
871).

Empowerment Through Religion

Bradley’s text often contradicts itself in its
attempt to create sympathetic and proactive female
characters from thosg which Malory and others portrayed as
antagonists. 1In some respects, Bradley does succeed in
demonstrating female empowerment, yet even in this, she
does not pursue the full potential of this power. The
female-centered religion of Avalon represents such an
attempt; the religion provides the women with a sense of
personal empowerment and connectedness with their
community. Goddess worship does elevate the perception of
women and their position in society (Sered 288). Because
women in such cultures enijoy the status of individuals
with personal agency, they are free to develop
psychologically, socially and sexually. Bradley’s text
works at “demythologizing the mystique of female sexuality
by rendering its mysteries intelligible and by
representing sexuality as a potential source of personal
power and pride for women” (Noble 288). In her Avalon;
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Bradley removed the shame from all aspects of being
female; menstruation, sex, birth and mencpause are
discussed openly and without hesitation as natural events.
Female friendships blossom to become.the most formative
interactions for those involved.

Social Implications of Goddess Worship

Susan Starr Sered, a sociologist, compiled an
intensive study on the impact of various forms of
religions on women and society. The religion of Avalon
falls into what Sered terms Model 2 societies. Model 2
societies center around a religion which empowers and
worships women; this results in a strong, tightly-knit
community which improves the economic, social and sexual
status of women. These religious models require the women
to live in close proximity to each other (487). The
rituals of Model 2 goddess-worship religions provide
“women an alternative space that is not controlled by
men. . .women meet to air common grievances, a mechanism
that certainly enhances their political position in
sociefy” (491). Their religion, “gives women a great deal
of power, both in the community and within the marital
relationship” (491). Such religious groups not only serve
to better the individual adherent, but also the status of
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women as a whole in the community (493). Avalon’s
Goddess—-centered religion follows this model fairly
closely, providing a myriad of benefits to its adherents.

The Role of Men in Avalon

While this may seem utopic for women in Avalon, this
system proves similar to that of Camelot in its lifting of
one class while subjugating another; as the male-dominated
Christian religion devalued women, this female-dominated
Goddess—-worship religion devalues men. In fact, it lacks
a significant male element. Men are denied access to the
highest and most powerful elements of the religion they
serve. Important rituals, such as the drug-induced
visionary states where Morgaine and Raven commune with the
Goddess (Bradley 166, 761) and the creation of the magical
scabbard (Bradley 197-8), remain accessible only to women.
Men may participate in only the more minor religious
rites, such as Beltane, the celebration of fertility; due
to its sexual nature, this ritual requires the presence of
men. The deities served are all female, as is the leader
of the religious and political arenas, the Lady of the
Lake. 1In addition, men lack the same sexual liberty as
women in choosing a sexual partner; they cannot choose,
but must be chosen. Even the Great Marriage demonstrates
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the subordinate role of men. Only through sexual union
with a priestess can a man obtain the loyalty of the
common people of the land, who lived there prior to the
Roman invasion and occupation. Hildebrand discusses the
female authority over kingship in her exploration of
Arthurian legends: “Thus, the power of the sacred
kingship rests in the hands of those women who participate
in the rituals and whése choice it is to give or withhold
that power” (Hildebrand 104).

Unfortunately, only a select group of women enjoy the
benefits of Avalon’s religion. This also creates an
erivironment where those admitted to the Goddess’s
privileged group feel justified in their superior status
to others who lack these benefits. As Christine
Hildebrand points out, the women.of Avalon do not attempt
to convert others to their religion, but covet the
benefits for themselves. Hildebrand further notes that
“[t]lhe Goddess religion. . .only empowers its adherents,
who rarely attempt to help or encourage Christian women”
(119). The women of Avalon feel animosity toward the
Christian religion, yet overlook the oppression of these
other women by that religion. By denying other women the
benefits and knowledge of freedom found in their religion
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to other women, Avalon’s women become the empowered elite,
just as the male warrior lords do in Camelot. Hildebrand
comments further on the structure of Avalon’s religious
hierarchy and its foundation on lineage: “[T]he
possibility of joining the Goddess’s priestesses is
limited to certain women. Morgaine has access to a
religious vocation due to her parentage: the priestesses
of Avalon are [the] elite of ancestry and education”
(119). This lack of an egalitarian community reflects
that Avalon is simply another power structure that
provides benefits only for those lucky few born the right
gender to the right family. This represents the religious
equivalent of the male nobility in the patriarchal, feudal
Camelot. The oppression experienced by those who are not
of the privileged hierarchy is not of their own making; it
is akin to a caste system where no ability to move from a
lesser state to a more entitled one exists. This strict
hierarchy by birth demonstrates another element of

Avalon’s dystopic nature.

Avalon’s Religious Structure
The initial view of Avalon’s religion as beneficial
to its adherents does not prevail upon closer analysis;
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the freedoms provided by the religion seem to be
illusions. As their religion simultaneously empowers the
priestesses and isolates them from the outside world, they
have become largely self-sufficient as a community. The
women enjoy the freedom to take their own paths in life,
including strong oaths, such as Raven’s oath of silence.
Their word is considered valid and does not require
corroboration. Unfortunately, these freedoms are offset
by other controls. When Morgaine returns to Avalon and
her role as priestess, “her conversation with Niniane
reveals to her that she must sacrifice everything when she
wants to serve the Goddess”; Morgaine’s “personal interest
is subjected to the interest of the community and religion
to which she has sworn allegiance” (Vclk-Birke 420).

These freedoms, such as they are, do not, however,
seem to extend beyond the reaches of Avalon; they do not
penetrate the psyches of the women deeply enough to
withstand opposing views. In several instances, women
raised in Avalon leave it, only to quickly appropriate
other belief systems which contradict those that,
ostensibly, granted them such personal liberation before.
This demonstrates that the benefits gained by practicing
Avalon’s religion lack the strength to withstand the
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trials of adhering to an unaccepted religious practice
elsewhere. To use an analogy, Christian missionaries to
the New World rarely adopted the social and religious
beliefs of the culture they lived in; they held their
belief systems too deeply. As a result, these
missionaries conveyed the strength of their beliefs to
others; Avalon’s ambassadors to another culture fail to do
this. Igraine, raised in Avalon, quickly forgets her
freedom and agency to adopt the ways of her Christian
husbands; she and Gwenhwyfar are referred to as “no more
than two Christian ladies” at a Cornish convent where
Igraine Qhose to spend her final days (Bradley 353).
Morgause, also raised with the priestesses, turns to
sexual self-abuse, forgetting the sacred, deeper
significance of intimacy and denying the cyclical way of
nature, which is worshipped on Avalon, to take part in
black magic to gain lovers and sustain youthful beauty
(Bradley 816-8). Morgaine, raised to be mistress of
herself (except where the Goddess or Viviane, her
messenger on Earth, decree), lets herself be married
against her wishes to Uriens because Arthur wills it
(Bradley 564-6). While the unifying, empowering aspects
of Avalon’s religion cannot be overlooked, the fact that
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Morgaine leaves behind her personal empowerment to be
given in marriage against her personal tastes demonstrates
that this empowerment functions as an aspect of the
society rather than as a deeply-held belief system; once
Morgaine lacks the community of Avalon, she quickly
deviates from her earlier beliefs. Had any of these women
remained steadfast in their ideology once removed from
Avalon, an argument could be made that the Goddess-worship
religion practiced there provided strong benefits which
shape the character of the women who practice it. That
all of these women abandon their belief system in the
absence of the community of priestesses demonstrates that
the benefits of the religion are short-term and not deeply

ingrained in the religion’s practitioners.

Avalon’s Power Structure

Politically, Avalon oppresses its citizens in the
same fashion as Camelot does. The Lady of the Lake;
largely a hereditary position, rules, much as the king
does in Camelot. Other women do not seem to hold any
political power. The Lady can order life-altering changes
in her subjects without reproach or the ability to object
to these decisions. Morgaine discovers that exile from
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Avalon presents the only means of avoiding the Lady’s
will. Thus, we see that, although a woman rules Avalon,
other women have little political activity open to them.
In fact, when Viviane dies without formally naming
Morgaine as Lady following her, Avalon’s women have little
power. Although Viviane was clear in her wish that
Morgaine succeed her, no formal passing of authority took
place, since Morgaine did not return tc Avalon. Even
after Morgaine claims “‘Viviane chose me after her to be
Lady of the Lake,’” Kevin retorts, “‘Viviane died with no
successor named to her place, and so it falls to me, as
the Merlin of Britain, to declare what will be done’”
(Bradley 503). The autocratic nature of the succession
further demonstrates the powerlessness of the citizenry of
Avalon. At Kevin’s urging, Niniane becomes Lady, rather
than Morgaine. Even though Niniane lacks the qualities to
rule and is “a child half-fitted for that high office,” no
means of redress is available to the women of Avalon
(Bradley 754). Again, the rule of a privileged few over a
disenfranchised populace creates a dystopic power

structure in Avalon, paralleling that of Camelot.
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Morgaine As Representative of Avalon

Having examined these aspects of Avalon’s culture, a
more detailed analysis of the character of Morgaine will
further illuminate various aspects of Avalon’s dystopia
and its implications.

We have already looked at the first important event
in Morgaine’s life: the Great Marriage. Morgaine,
obeying Viviane’s will by enacting this ritual, gives her
virginity to the unknown man representing the King Stag.
In the morning, she discovers that the man is, in fact,
Arthur, her half-brother. Viviane was aware of the
relationship before appointing Morgaine to the ceremony
(Bradley 192). Viviane sought to strengthen the bloodline
of the resulting child, Mordred, making him a child of
Avalon on both sides of his parentage (Bradley 192).
Additionally, Viviane wanted Morgaine and Avalon to have
some manner of hold over Arthur, the High King; remaining
true to form as an autocratic ruler, Viviane never shares
this with Morgaine, but expects the young woman to blindly
follow orders without independent thought.

Morgaine and Lancelet

After giving birth to her son and leaving him to be
fostered by Morgause and Lot (Bradley 251), Morgaine goes
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to Camelot to live. There, she again meets Lancelet, with
whom she had begun to fall in love some years earlier.
Although Lancelet is now in love with Gwenhwyfar, Morgaine
is still willing to engage in a relationship with him.

She pursues a tryst with Lancelet even though she knows
that he will use her only as a substitute for Gwenhwyfar
and will not be able to offer her a relationship of any
depth; Just prior to seducing Lancelet, Morgaine knows
“in her heart, hidden away so that she need not look at
it, she knew that- this was not what Lancelet wanted; in a
moment of passion he might desire her indeed, but no more”
(Bradley 323). Morgaine knows that she will be merely a
replacement and not a truly desired woman to him, yet she
has become so consumed by her desire for him that she
accepts this objectification and lack of worth.

Obviously, her training in Avalon did not provide her with
adequate self-worth to shun such a one-sided and unhealthy
relationship. Having been raised to see her sexuality as
the property cf others, Morgaine, separated from the Lady,
who would normally exercise dominion over Morgaiﬁe’s
sexual relations, seeks to hand over possession of her
body to another rather than hold it herself. 1In her
exploration of gender and body knowledge, Muriel Dimen
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effectively boils this issue down to its core: “Where is
there, in this tale of power ahd sex, room for intimacy,
for the knowledge and expansion of self achieved through
knowledge of the other?” (Gender/Body/Knowledge 34).
This self-destructive path does not speak well for her
emotional health; having felt objéctified by Viviane’s
command, which Morgaine views as a betrayal, Morgaine
places herself in another objectifying position.

Morgaine’s Sexual Philosophy

In a scene that calls to mind the conflicts of the
free love attitude prevalent in the 1960s, when radical
feminism gained much momentum, Morgaine and Lancelet meet
for a tryst in the grove; he refuses to engage ih full
sexual relations with her, “‘Morgaine, wait, no more now--
I do not want to hurt or dishonor you’” (Bradley 324).

She feels rebuffed by this; having lived in a culture that
views sex as a sacred act and the woman as a vessel of
sacred creation, Morgaine views Lancelet’s refusal as
tantamount to blasphemy. It is interesting that she
refuses his attempt to respect her and adheres to an
attitude that sharing her body represents the only way to
value her sexual self. Morgaine feels used and personally
slighted: “it was like being burnt with a hot iron of
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shame; she had offered herself to him in all honesty, in
the old way, and he had wanted nothing of her but childish
toyings that made a mockery of her womanhood” (Bradley
397). Morgaine flees the court, seeking to return to
Avalon. Once there, she finds that she has fallen so far
from her religious training that she cannot raise the
mists to enter her home: “No. . .the barge would not come
for her. . . . It would not come for a runaway who had
lived in secular courts and had done her own will for four
yeérs” (Bradley 399-400). Instead, she wanders into the
world of the fairies, where she spends several years.
There, she engages in sexual relations with both men and
women (Bradley 405) and becomes oblivious to the passage
of time (Bradley 407). The world of Fairie seems to offer
healing for her, yet she eventually seeks to escape back
to Camelot, not Avalon. It should be stressed that her
healing occurs in Fairie, not in Avalon, which she cannot
find her way back to. This implies that Avalon cannot
offer Morgaine fhe healing and solace that she needs.
Recall that Gwenhwyfar entered Avalon, even if it was by
mistake, but Morgaine cannot do so at thisvpoint; her
tenuous relation to her former self and the community with
which she was raised has been broken by her perceived
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Goddess, then, I leave the disposal of her sword
[Excalibur],’” on her own, she institutes a plot to take
the sword and the throne of Camelof herself with Accolon
as her consort: ™“Accolon shouldlrule for Avalon.

And behind the King, the Queen, ruling for the Goddess as
in the days of old” (Bradley 720). This plotline reveals
several flaws. First, while Morgaine cites matrilineal
rights to the throne, Arthur holds it through his father,
Uther. Gorlois is Morgaine’s father; she lacks the proper
lineage to claim Camelot, which does not redognize
Avalon’s holy line. Also, Morgaine never cites the will
of the Goddess in her plans; they are self-serving and
self-created. Third, Morgaine hesitates to leave Uriens,
even though she plotted and murdered his son so that
Accolon, Uriens’ younger son, might inherit (Bradley 672).
Faced with the prospect of ruling Camelot, she still
refuses to leave her husband. This demonstrates the
conditional nature of Morgaine’s actions and morals. She
recognizes her lies and manipulations and their corrupting
influence, yet her pursuit of power and superiority over
others has overwhelmed her priestess-taught morals against
lying (Hughes 108). Lastly, Morgaine seeks to claim
Camelot’s throne, rather than the throne of the Lady of
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the Lake, to which she has a sound claim. Note that
Morgaine does not see one throne as preferable to the
other; both offer equal power, prestige and attraction,
reinforcing the parallel political structures of Avalon
and Camelot.

The plot goes badly, resulting in Accolon’s death.
Morgaine retains the scabbard but not the sword (Bradley
739). Note that the sword is, obviously, a phallic symbol
and the scabbard a symbol of the female. United, they
provide the greatest strength. The sacred sword and the
scabbard which prevents blood loss prove formidable when
united, but, separately, the scabbard actually carries the
greater power of sustaining life. The sword can only kill
and maim, whereas the scabbard protects. In keeping the
scabbard from Arthur, Morgaine assumes, according to
Arthurian critic Debra Benko, liability for his death due
to the wound given by Mordred (25). In her single-
mindedness, Morgaine cannot realize that unity might be
the key to saving Avalon and Camelot; she instead seeks to
follow the single-headed rule that she is accustomed to.
She cannot envision a joint rule, but only acknowledges
the replacement of one ruler with another. She cannot see
a difference between patriarchy and matriarchy beyond the
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sex of the person sitting in the throne, nor can she
envision a more egalitarian power structﬁre, as she has
never experienced one. Linda Hughes, in her comparison of
liées between Malory’s text and Bradley’s, notes this point
as the one when Morgaine has become “most thoroughly
integrated into the patriarchal power structure” (107).
This may be true in the sense that Morgaine functions
within a male-dominated structure and seeks to overthrow
it, but she seeks to impose an equally harsh rule. Having
seen Arthur’s shortcomings as ruler, Morgaine can only
fall back on the lessons she learned from Viviane’s rule
and decides that the gender of the ruler decides the
efficacy of that person’s reign. In doing this, she again
demonstrates the subordinate view of men in the mindset of
Avalon; Morgaine believes a woman can rule better than a
man, but never considers the fault of the system itself.

Morgaine as Lady of the Lake

After Kevin the Bard nurses Morgaine back to health,
she returns to Avalon (Bradley 756-7). She does not take
her place as Lady until the reigning Lady, Niniane,
willingly leaves Avalon to journey to Camelot with Mordred
(Bradley 761-2). As Lady of the Lake, Morgaine becomes as
harsh a ruler as Viviane was in her time. Whereas she
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viewed Viviane as unfair in earlier days, Morgaine now
believes in the right of authority over the bodies and
lives of her subjects; she does not believe, as she did in
younger years, that authority éhould be questioned, but
rather blindly obeyed. Evidence of this includes her
order that Nimue give a greater sacrifice than she was
herself asked to do in the Great Marriage; Morgaine
acknowledges that Nimue’s spell over Kevin the Harper will
trap her, too, in its web, destroying her in the process
(Bradley 790). Here, Morgaine orders Nimue intc actions
far more weighty than any ordered in the patriarchal
culture of Camelot, demonstrating the power which the Lady
of the Lake holds over her subjects. Once her decree is
completed and Kevin is executed for treason and Nimue has
committed suicide, Morgaine rules with the fruits of her
choices, and she, “stunned with grief; could not find it
in her heart to regret” (Bradley 802). She stands alone
in a receding world, left with only bitterness and

regrets until after Arthur’s death, when she begins to see
that all gods are, in fact, oﬁe and she has not failed to

keep the Goddess in the world (Bradley 876).
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Avalon in Review

The pessimistic years in Morgaine’s life equally
serve to discredit Avalon as a utopia. If Avalon truly
represents a utopia that teaches personal freedom and
self-ownership, then Mo;gaine would have held those
beliefs more closely and not failed to govern herself in
the absence of the Lady and the community of Avalon. The
negative overtone of her years in Camelot demonstrates
that her life was ruled by the Lady, not by herself;
without that guidance, she floundered. Instead, Avalon
represents a community subject to a single ruler with
absolute power over the community. A social hierarchy
exists that keeps the Lady isolated from companionship and
leaves the other women with a lesser status, subject to
the control of the Lady. Sexuality is somewhat liberated,
yet still controlled by the decree of a higher power, a
woman in Avalon and a man in Camelot. Virginity still
holds extreme value, as losing one’s'virginity results in
less power. Only religion stands as the saving grace for
Avalon, yet the Goddess seems distant and vague. The
unity and strength of the community seem to stem from the
empowerment of worshipping a being like them, not from the
morals and policies taught by the culture itself.
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CHAPTER FOUR

FATLED TEXT OR EXPLORATION OF MISGUIDED GOALS?

The Importance of The Mists of Avalon

As Bradley’s first major deviation from both the
science fiction genre and a utopic feminist outlook, The
Mists of Avalon deserves some regard in her canon of work.
As we have seen, Avalon does not represent, as some claim,
a utopic community, but rather a matriarchal mirror of the
éioblems inherent in the patriarchal hierarchy of Camelot.
The only major difference between the inhabitants of the
cultures of Avalon and Camelot, aside from the gender of
their rulers, liies in the empowerment granted to Avalon’s
women by their religion. Avalon does not offer what
archaeologist Marija Gimbutas termed a “gylany” or “‘a

balanced nonpatriarchal and nonmatriarchal social system’

with a goddess-centered religion” (quoted in Riggs 15).

Freedom and Empowerment
A logical interpretation of the problem of governance
in this text reveals that a degree of personal empowerment
within a type of caste system fails to create a utopic

environment for its people; a culture cannot be viewed as
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ideal when its people find empowerment in limited realms
of life, such as religion, yet possess little control over
life. Regardless of whether a matriarchy or patriarchy
wields power, Bradley portrays it as flawed and confining
for its inhabitants. By extending that thought, the book
implies that the current Western world’s hierarchical
power structure will not be improved by simply having more
women in the political system or grénting more sources of
empowerment to women, but must, instead, be reformed into
a new system, not centering on the abuse and maintenance
of power ower others. As Karen Fuog, a feminist literary
critic, states in her analysis of gender roles and power
in The Mists of Avalon, “Power in the text is conceived of
as limited, as something that must be fought for and
hoarded. Because power is limited and everyone wants it,
men and women are always already in conflict: there is no

equality, only struggle” (Fuog 86).

Exploring the Preference for Avalon
Furthermore, this parallel of the seemingly utopic
Avalon and the obviously dystopic Camelot raises a more
interesting point via an analysis using skeptical
feminism. In the skeptical feminist spirit of questioning
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the established and seemingly natural trends of thought
that our culture has inculcated into our collective
psyche, the common reactions to Bradley’s text raise many
questions. Why do so many prefer the world of Avalon and
even consider it to be utopic when, on closer examination,
it simply represents a gender-altered version of the
patriarchal system? Fuong questions this topic as she
continues her exploration of power and gender to say,
“Bradley does not even attempt.to conceptualize how power
relations and gender relations might change” (Fuog 86).
Bradley’s text fails to provide an alternate path to an
egalitarian culture, yet this important question should be
analyzed.

In short, it seems that the positive view many have
of Avalon stems from female empowerment. Given that our
hierarchical mindset overlooks the fact that many are
disenfranchised by a power structure, the culture of
Avalon seems idyllicAessentially because it elevates those
who are presently disempowered. Looking beyond this
emotional response to the validation of many female
readers and characters reveals deeper issues that
skeptical feminism seeks to question. If a matriarchy
holds all the flaws of a patriarchy, perhaps only the
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development of an alternative power structure will provide
the true equality that the feminist movement has sought
since its foundation. Avalon does provide some sources of
personal empowerment, which remain goal for many women;
yet this cannot be the end goal, as the dystopic nature of

the culture demonstrates.

Empowerment Within the Fishbowl

The empowerment of women through the religion of
Avalon, which provides them with a degree of sexual and
social liberation, demonstratés that women in Avalon have
obtained some of that which some modern feminists claim to
pursue: empowerment and equality within a world that they
cannot change. This attitude mirrors what has been
largely adopted by the popular female culture as being
attainable in recent decades. This support of limited
growth within an unchanging power dynamic does not
represent an acceptable means to the larger feminist
movement, but rather to the population at large. That
many see such an outcome as the best possible one
indicates that post-1970s feminists sought an answer to
the wrong question and sought freedom within a faulty
structure rather than seeking a structure which embodies
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more freedom. Carole Pateman’s The Sexual Contract
touches on a similar issue, stating that the historical
focus of the feminist movement has centered around “issues
that could easily be formulated in the language of
ownership of the person, the predominant feminist argument
was that women required civil freedom as women, not as
pale reflections of men” (14). Thus, while certain
feminist victories, whether linguistic or sexual, provide
worthy examples of progress, such .issues do not touch the
central issues of inequality and disenfranchisement. The
ability to choose one’s own sexual partners, with some
limits, to explore one’s sexuality freely, to travel and
live without an overwhelming sense of boundaries and
ownership exist as the liberties enjoyed by the women of
Avalon. They cannot, however, question the will of the
Lady of the Lake, choose their own destinies (as
demonstrated by the coerced marriage of Igraine, Nimue’s
destined seduction of Kevin Harper, and Morgaine’s
participation in the Great Marriage with her half-
.brother), or rise to higher levels than hereditary social
rank permits. Indeed, the ability to govern one’s own
body and sexual rights remains central to the development
of maturity and independence, according to the research of
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feminist theorists Anne Woollett and Harriette Marshall
(Embodied Practices 28). The plight of men in Avalon
remains secondary to that of any women. This system of
governance provides, at best, a compromise. Moving a
goldfish from a bowl into a large aquarium still keeps the
fish confined, though it might think itself liberated in

comparison.

Power Structures and Utopias

Why does Bradley deviate from her utopic formula in
The Mists of Avalon? 1If it presents two dystopias, why
does the text fail to offer an alternative or solution?
Although Kristina Hildebrand views Avalon as largely
utopic, she nevertheless feels compelled to comment on the
faulty power structures in the text: “while explicitly
rejecting patriarchy and androcentrism, the text cannot
fully free itself from the context in which it is written
and on one level it remains a text which supports
patriarchal wvalues” (93). The reality of the cultures in
which writers, such as Bradley, live and function seeps
into their texts.

Envisioning a fair power structure that an author
from our modern Western culture can fabulate remains a
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challenging task; role models prove extremely difficult to
find. Feminist Simone De Beauvoir argues that “it is
doubtless impossible to approach any human problem with a
mind free from bias” (The Feminist Papers, 687). Many
even claim no fault exists in the current social
structure. To again quote Pateman’s text on feminism and
social contract, “Feminists have also waged some long, and
often very bitter, political campaigns against patriarchal
subordination” (19). Pateman claims this struggle has not
“been sufficient to convince all but the smallest
minority. . .that patriarchal right still exists. . .and
is as worthy an opponent as aristocratic, class or other
forms of power” (19). As a soclety, we know what such a
structure should include: equality and freedom. We do
not, however, understand how to free ourselves from the
fictions of patriarchy to enact these ideals. In her
exploration of what she views as a cultural crisis
stemming from the struggle between matriarchy and
patriarchy in the text, critic Sallye Sheppeard quotes
archaeologist Riane Eisler’s findings on power structures.
Eisler states that matriarchy does not offer the
alternative to patriarchy, but only a variation of it
{97). In fact, feminist writer Simone De Beauvolir
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astutely noted in her work, The Second Sex, that when “two
transcendences are face to face, instead of displaying
mutual recognition, each free being wishes to dominate the
other” (The Feminist Papers 691). Finding an egalitarian,
non-hierarchical power structure challenges our very
natures, it seems. The alternative to these hierarchical
systems lies in a partnership society; this structure
centers around a way of organizing human relations in
which diversity, from male/female difference on up, “is
not equated with inferiority of superiority” (Sheppeard

97) .

Power and Power Over the Other

Prolific evidence of this perception of infériority
and superiority can be found in The Mists of Avalon. The
women of Avalon view the women of Camelot with derision,
due to their focus on spinning and their seemingly
thoughtless lives which center on finding a husband and
producing a male heir. In keeping with Simone De
Beauvoir’s theory, “no group ever sets itself up as the
One without at once setting up the Other” (The Feminist
Papers 676). Thus, the women of Avalon must find the
Other to subordinate; they choose Christians and men as
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their Other. Yet, they make no attempt to liberate the
women of Camelot; the women of Avalon prefer to simply
scorn their less fortunate and enlightened counterparts.
The character of Lancelet is shunned for his
homosexuality, while Morgaine actively engages in lesbian
encounters without reproach; her sexual encounters with
Raven are portrayed as natural outcomes of the close boﬂd
the women share. Morgaine, while participating herself in
same-sex relationships with two women in the text,
expresses distaste when Lancelet seeks to discuss his
homosexual longings with her. Lancelet struggles to live
in repression of his sexual ldentity. This heightens the
level of subjugation of men in the culture of Avalon.
Perhaps this plot structure exists to again define men as
Other for Morgaine and Avalon or it might exist to enforce
the feminist notion that “women [are] open to a critical
examination of their lives, but men [are] closed to the
counterpart analysis of their lives” (Rossi, 619).
Regardless of the logic behind the decision, Bradley
created an opportunity to explore sexual equality on
another level in her text through these characters, yet
she instead demonstrated the polarity between the worlds

of men and women, even in Avalon’s supposedly sexually
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enlightened mindset. Critic James Noble sees this failure
as a major source of dystopic inequality in the text:
“Bradley might well have seen fit to carry through to its
logical conclusion her attempt to demythologize his
sexuality by having Lancelet. . .enter into an embowering
sexual relationship with another man” (292). 1Instead, he
chooses the Christian priesthood, itself hostile toward
homocsexuality, as an .escape from the cultures that will
not accept him; although his Avalon bloodline entitles him
to a life in Avalon, his choice to enter the confines of
the priesthood, in spite of his life-long religious
ambivalence, demonstrates the shackles that Avalon’s view

of his sexuality would place upon him.

Excalibur, Symbol of Unity

The symbolism of Excalibur and the scabbard provides
a powerful illustration of the fact that the women’s
movement cannot claim that personal empowerment within the
confines of a patriarchal system is sufficient.
Excalibur, the magical sword of Avalon’s holy regalia and
an obvious phallic symbol, was given to Arthur upon his
taking a vow to defend the land fof all people, including
non-Christians. Morgaine and other priestesses created
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the magical scabbard for Excalibur; the scabbard
symbolizes the female. While wearing it, Arthur could not
be mortally injured; the scabbard prevented significant
blood loss. Only in unison are the two items most
powerful: destroyer and sustainer. Separate, each
contains only a fraction of their united power. Extending
this symbolism to the prevalent gender war in the novel
illustrates that the separation of genders only weakens;
neither is greater than the other and only together can
maximum strength be achieved. Bradley’s text did not seek
to remove Excalibur’s phallic symbolism and replace it
with a connotation of the power over life and death. Nor
did the text transcend the scabbard’s symbolism from
femaleness into one of sustaining and healing abilities.
As the symbols remain firmly gendered, so do the power

structures.

On Denying Difference
To deny a sex difference seems impractical.
Sociologist Susan Starr Sered, in her study of goddess
worship and society, extends this thought to state that
sex differences “seem to be so obviously ‘true’ that
enhancing or reinterpreting those differences offers women
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an ideology that is both believable and empowering” (500).
Reinterpreting gender roles and empowering the person
proves beneficial to both the individual and the culture.
Some claim a solution can be found through absolute
equality. In her study, Sered never found a religion
“located in a truly nonsexist cultural context. In other
words, if these religions were to claim that men and women
were the same, no one would believe them anyway” (500).
How should a culture move beyond a perceived obvious
difference to a power structure not based on difference?
This conundrum seems to be without answer. " Our
culture sees men and women as different; society polarizes
itself around this difference, offering varied benefits
for varied genders in light of the belief that difference
equals inequality. Masculine women succeed in business,
but are viewed as unfeminine and “bitchy,” while feminine
men are simultaneously lauded as enlightened and derided
as “sissies” or other derogatdry terms. There seems to be
no compromise; in fact, there is controversy over whether
a problem exists. Again turning to Carole Pateman, we
read that “feminists have persistently challenged
masculine right; but, despite all the social changes and
legal and political reforms. . .women’s subordination is
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still not seen as a matter of major importance” (219).
Skeptical feminism holds that finding the questions is as
important as finding the answers. Popular culture seems
content with empowering women and minorities within
cultural constraints, a policy which does produce
significant benefits. Again citing Sered’s study of
cultures based on female empowerment, a culture of gender
difference, including female strength and a “framework of
an ongoing ‘sisterhood’ and coupled with women’s control
of sexuality, fertility, and significant economic
resources does allow women to reap collective benefits”

(503) .

Difference As an Alternative

The argument raised by a skeptical feminist analysis
of The Mists of Avalon does not diminish this empowerment,
but instead urges the reader not to see it as a solution.
The text does show some flaws and removes more agency from
women than it gives. Yet, The Mists of Avalon remains
worth reading and analyzing because its flaws point to the
questions which must be asked and answered. Skeptical
feminist Ellen Peel discerns four stages of feminist
argument, stating that, first, a feminist utopia

75



represents an admirable end. Second, she states that even
a patriarchal dystopia can expose the “static complacency”
of a utopia by raising questions through the cultural
acceptance c¢of a patriarchal power structure. She goes on
to state that the third stage of feminist argument
demonstrates the fallacy of female/male and
feminist/patriarchal polarization; seeing difference as
inequality does not have to be a logical given. Lastly,
she states that skeptical feminism and its questioning of
established thinking and exploration of even traditional
feminist goals opens up the possibility of “moving beyond
oppositions altogether and opening oneself to extreme
difference” by throwing off the chains of established
thought and guestioning the structures, theories and goals
which have become the norm (Peel 38).

To return to Marleen Barr’s text, Feminist
Fabulation, we reéd that “Hierarchical and conflictful
society turns to popular literature to reflect upon social
alternatives” (104). Further exploring the cultural view
of separation and conflict, Barr quotes Joanna Russ, who
states that “separatism is primary, and [authors of
separatist feminist utopias] are not subtle in their
reasons for creating separatist utopias: if men are kept
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out of these societies, it is because men are dangerous”
(128). This, upon reflection, leads to an interesting and
integral point. Postmodern feminist literature often
manifests utopias as separatist; although Avalon is
separatist, it fails as a utopia. By recasting the time
frame of both Avalon’s and Camelot’s cultures, however, we
find times during which each would be considered extremely
utopic. In the early 1900s, Camelot, as represented by
Bradley, would have been considered utopic and idealized;
this period supported patriarchy and Christianity and
viewed pagans and women as lesser beings and, therefore,
less desirable. Accepted patriarchal power structures
existed and worked effectively. Even a few decades ago,
many would also have considered Avalon utopic. Although
the matriarchal power structure leads to as many abuses as
patriarchy does, the empowerment and control of the women
would have been seen by many as a goal worth striving for.
That neither culture is now seen as utopic lends
hope; culturally, we have evolved to seek a deeper goal
than simply placing women in what have become thought of
as men’s roles. Additionally, we have evolved beyond
looking to earlier, separatist utopias that define men as
“dangerous, subhuman and alien” and have advanced to a
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position where writers of'fabulative texts seek to
“confront the question of how to incorporate men

within. . .feminist worlds” (Barr, Feminist Fabluation
153). The solution and ultiméte goal may not be clear,
but the debunking of older solutions aids in eventually
finding such a path; this questioning of the
establishment, even without clear solutions to the
queries, represents the goal of skeptical feminism.
However, having raised the question brings the quest for
an answer; that neither Camelot nor Avalon represents é
utopia must be seen as progress, particularly in light of
past perceptions to the contrary. If our standards are
being raised, then our solutions will be, too.

The lack of a solution to the faulty power structures
in Bradley’s text does not exempt us from analyzing the
failures of the past and exploring the possibilities of
the future to probe and seek a solution. While The Mists
of Avalon fails to portray a utopic culture, it succeeds
in pointing out many errors in our current path to
equality and an egalitarian society. 1In doing that, it

supercedes an empty portrayal of an impossible utopia.
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