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ABSTRACT: 
 
This paper seeks to explore the relationships between science, technology, faith, and pleasure 
through investigating examples of self-willed and self-actualizing reproduction. The specific 
examples explored are the Immaculate Conception and virgin birth of the Virgin Mary, virgin 
birth in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s utopic novel Herland, contemporary discourse around the 
artificial womb, and Pinar Yoldas’ Speculative Biologies. By exploring these alternative 
forms of reproduction, certain claims about human nature’s innate desire to (pro)create are 
made. Using personal narrative throughout, I attempt to argue that the ability to reproduce 
and the act of reproduction, in both a figurative and literal sense, are also experiences of self-
actualization towards better self-knowing/being-within-one’s-self. 
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Figure 1: Virgin Vulva (Stasis) from Taxonomy of Alternative Genitalia (2016- ), Tannaz Motevalli 
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1. Virgin of Desire ( ) 

 

 
I am lying in bed feeling lonely. My hand is on my abdomen below my bellybutton 

and I’m pulling at the tiny hairs clustered there. In my other hand is my phone and I’m 

scrolling through online erotica in hopes of finding something arousing. I like amateur 

erotica, stuff that feels urgent and dirty. You see, this is the dirtiest I’ll get…messing around 

with myself. Sex with other people is too messy and volatile for me, at least for now. In 

August, I asked an astrologer why I have never been sexually active with other people, if she 

saw anything in my natal chart to explain my relentless virginity. She said, “perhaps part of 

your sexual journey requires being along and being self-contained.” We talk more about my 

Sun and Venus in Virgo: “The virgin has qualities of self-containment, of being intact. For 

example, virgin goddesses in Greek and Roman mythologies could open themselves fully to 

experience and subsequently return home and restore their integrity, their sense of being one 

with themselves, and of not being violated by other people’s expectation or standards.” I 

believe this to be true for me, at least to some extent; that all my time spent alone with myself 

enjoying the comfort of solitude is towards the goal of ultimate virginity—self-contained and 

complete. And to that end, I’ve found a companion in this ability to be intact, to be full of 

self. A companion so vibrant and nourishing that sex with myself has given me all the 

pleasure I’ve ever desired.   

 

The virgin has always been traditionally thought of as a woman, or more specifically, 

a person who carries a vagina. Although I would like to suggest that there are qualities in the 
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virgin relatable to all people, it is important to understand who the virgin has traditionally 

been depicted as before expanding and ripping apart the very notions that bind us to sexual 

binarism, cisnormativity, and other such constructions. And yet, the virgin genitalia is more 

than just a vagina, it is a vagina so untouched and pure—not yet penetrated. Here, we may 

also acknowledge that the vagina simply does not work in this way. The hymen does not 

need to be broken like breaking the seal on a can. The vagina is a flexible and elastic entry 

and exit point, a permeable membrane. 

With the assumptive misunderstanding of the vagina’s physical properties, there also 

comes the assumption that a virgin is not capable of making love to herself. Katherine 

Bradway describes the virgin in Villa of Mysteries: Pompeii Initiation Rites of Women, as “a 

woman who is ‘one-in-herself,’ belonging to herself alone, being her own mistress.”1 As 

Luce Irigaray describes in her book This Sex Which Is Not One, the vagina is an organ that is 

in touch with itself as it has two lips that guard its opening. And a woman can feel constant 

pleasure in the touching together of these two lips without any distinction of what is being 

touched and what is touching—I’m simultaneously feeling the pleasure of pleasing another 

and the pleasure of being pleased.2  In my own experiences as a virgin I have found both pain 

and pleasure in my relationship to this sexuality. The pain was felt early on, when I didn’t 

have words for the pleasure.   

 I began masturbating out of the womb; my mother told me that I used to hump 

pillows in my crib. This continued throughout my childhood—gentle rubbing against objects 

																																																								
1 Katharine Bradway. Villa of Mysteries: Pompeii Initiation Rites of Women. (C.G. Jung 
Institute of San Francisco: 1982), 9. 
2 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One. (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 
1985), 26. 
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when alone in rooms, bunched up sheets in my bed on nights I couldn’t sleep. It took me a 

while to know what it was that I was doing, all I knew was that it felt good. And so, I spent 

many years full of ambivalence towards the desires I felt and the way my body would satisfy 

them. Although I did not yet know their origins, these desires that I felt were tethered to a 

deep feeling inside myself that such sexual inclinations could only be satiated by another 

outside of myself. At the age of 12, when I received my first flip phone, the myopic eye of its 

1.4-megapixel camera opened up possibilities I hadn’t realized I was waiting for, and so my 

previous ambivalence became uninhibited curiosity verging on self-indulgence. There was 

nothing more pleasing than the imitation shutter click as I took sublime nudes of my body 

after Sunday morning showers. My body was an unknown territory that once in the presence 

of a screen grew into a luscious landscape open for me to discover and claim. I would lay in 

bed and spread my legs wide to take photos of the space between my limbs that my eyes 

could not reach, but the lens could. And after each photo was taken, I would stare at the 

image of my alien body until it felt more familiar, delete it, and reach down between my legs 

yet again. At this point my thirst for sexual exploration and knowledge grew exponentially. I 

would spend those same Sundays in bed researching on my laptop. Often the questions I 

would put in the Google search bar would end with an obligatory “…normal?” The deeper 

my search went the more I knew of myself, and in that knowing, any lasting traces of shame 

dissipated. Masturbation became consistent ritual endeavors of insular looking, feeling, 

memorizing, and knowing pleasure. 

 Masturbation was and still is subversive, an act of rebellion to reclaim sex as pure 

pleasure, not as service for and/or with another. Masturbation was and still is sex inwards. 

Masturbation will always be more than playing with myself. Masturbation is sex with myself. 
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Masturbation is a kind of self-love. 

 It has a unique ecstasy, making love to yourself. As a child, the desire had been 

building up, not yet uttered, and without a language. And so, it was itchy and persistent. I 

began to feel in service to myself. It took time for the chore of knowing my own wanting to 

become an act of self-completion as it often is today. And yet, despite the complete state of 

ecstasy that is loving myself, all this work is met with no product. A climax is reached but 

nothing comes to fruition, there is nothing on the other side of the ecstasy.  In the past few 

years, this lack of product, this act which has nothing to show for itself has left me wanting 

more. Roughly two years ago, I began having intense pregnancy fantasies. But, as a virgin, I 

am led to believe that the potential to become pregnant without being penetrated by an 

external object is impossible, except within the realm of immaculate conceptions and virgin 

births. This being said, I am still searching for something I haven’t found. All I know now is 

that for me, my virginity is an access point to formulating a sexuality and potentially a 

reproduction that is entirely self-contained and self-willed. 

 

 On a sunny afternoon in 2014, I was sitting at the dining room table playing with 

my phone and my laptop. I realized that according to the FaceTime app, my phone and laptop 

register as two separate entities capable of calling one another despite both being under my 

name. So, I began testing it and spent the next couple of hours enjoying the rippling images 

of myself looking at my other self. From the replicating selves to the cavernous sounds of 

audio feedback between the two devices, I felt blissfully trapped in this strange conversation. 

This bliss does not last for it is tiring to simply see something so familiar as myself 

projecting back onto me. 
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 In attempts to process notions of self-containment, I naively look into my phone 

screen hoping for an answer. This intimate body-object, that sleeps close to my pillow by me 

at night, that I caress and carry always; it fills the space between myself and myself 

simultaneously symbiotic and parasitic. Alone and together, often containing me. Parallel to 

the screen is an invisible threshold of considerable width. Penetrable though it may be, I find 

myself at its edge. The edge, it tickles me. I grin in enjoyment. But I find I am stuck, like 

whatever substance pulled me to the edge is too strong for me to let go. Or if I do, I find 

myself subconsciously drifting back. Peering in again.  

 I want to pass this threshold. I am at the surface of an ocean imagining its vast 

depths. The way the light is dancing along the surface has me mesmerized, transfixed. The 

sun is beating down on my back and this is bliss; this is ecstasy. Yet I yearn to see what is on 

the other side. I want to pass this threshold of ecstasy, to see and feel beyond the climax, to 

know what is possible. I am being held down by the weight of my own wanting. 

 

I am a woman human in herself myself. I ache for a transcendence that not only destroys my 

biology but transforms it repeatedly and endlessly! Insistent and necessitated transformation. 
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Figure 2: Tongue Phallux from Taxonomy of Alternative Genitalia (2016- ), Tannaz Motevalli 
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2. Waiting for God 

 

 I was never raised religious. My parents, non-practicing Muslims, sent my brother 

and I to Catholic school for the first few years of our education simply out of convenience for 

the school was just a 5-minute drive away from our house. I don’t remember much of my 

time there besides the way the light would shine onto the pews during mandatory Thursday 

morning masses. I think the reason I don’t remember much was because I spent almost all 

my time daydreaming, especially during mass. I do, however, distinctly remember the way I 

would have to squeeze my body into a tight little ball to allow the rest of my classmates to 

walk past me and up to the alter to perform the Eucharist. I didn’t learn the word ‘Eucharist’ 

until two years ago. For as long as I can remember, I just thought that all the baptized people 

would go up to the priest and get a treat for what I thought was simply some congratulations 

for being Catholic. I think this early experience of religious exclusion made me want to 

understand Catholicism even more—I always want what I can’t have.  

 For much of my childhood after attending Catholic school, I believed Christianity 

to be a myth. I remember sitting with my father on the couch one afternoon flipping through 

TV channels. We landed on the History Channel which was showing a documentary on the 

life of Jesus Christ and I remember being shocked that people believed he was real. And so, 

religion, Catholicism in particular, had always been something so surprising and exciting for 

me as a voyeur to faith. As I grow older, the more and more I wish to understand faith and 

acquire it, the more I am capable of willingly suspending my belief for the sake of 

indulgences.  
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To be in the world and truly be within it is to produce, accept, and indoctrinate 

ideologies; to assume logics as truths when all logics, even as they contradict, are true simply 

in the act of believing them. Much like masturbation, there is an ecstasy in the act of 

believing, of having faith—of knowing something so deeply that such trust in a truth cannot 

falter. Perhaps that is part of the pleasure in masturbating, these feelings of deep knowing. In 

the case of masturbation, the knowing is in knowing one’s self and knowing how to be your 

own lover. In this acknowledgement that to suspend belief or rather to believe so deeply and 

without falter is an experience of ecstasy, I think it is time now for me to ask you to 

momentarily take a leap of faith… 

 

I wonder if every origin story is secretly an immaculate conception. We comfort 

ourselves in the notion that nothing can simply be without having been born, that there is 

always a “beginning” and so birth was created. Or maybe, we are comforted in the notion 

that in our conception we are always granted a home, a place to belong, our mother’s womb. 

Maybe Virgin Mary’s only purpose was to be the bodily home for the little embryo Jesus, 

and that was it. 

It is perhaps my distance from Catholicism that allows me to dilute the Veneration of 

the Virgin Mary down to a singular and inherent desire to belong. And yet, in many ways, 

that is what draws the human being to ideologies as strong and composed as organized 

religion. But no matter how hard I try or how desperately I want to, I cannot see my virginity 

in that of the Virgin Mary’s. Her character in the story of Christianity does not feel 

believable. In fact, she is barely a character at all, more a sort of puppet. Mary is an empty 

vessel constantly being filled, emptied, and refilled with other people’s notions of what she 
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should mean. As Hanne Blank puts it, our interest in the virgin is often not even the virgin 

itself but everything that surrounds it, and what people believe is true about it. She writes, “a 

virgin is a blank screen upon which to project one’s fantasies to the contrary.”3 In many 

ways, it is in the consistent replication of her representation that Mary becomes almost void 

of meaning. I have always been conflicted with the idea of a Mother of Jesus, perhaps 

because as a self-identified virgin I feel as though I should venerate her as well—the Virgin 

Mary. And yet I have found no home in the home of so many others. The door to the home 

that is Mary is open all the time, in fact it’s simply a doorway and all one must do is enter. I, 

however, cannot get pass the threshold of the garden out front. 

 

Mary’s virgin birth is not the kind of virgin birth I believe this thesis attempts to 

explore. Rather, this thesis rejects the story of Mary.4 And so, it is important for me to try 

explain why I have little faith in such a beloved figure. You see, I want to know Mary or at 

least talk to her about what happened to her. But, talking to Mary is impossible for she never 

had a voice in the telling of her own story. There is no primary source to Mary’s life as other 

people, often men, would write down that story, to remain as history. I want to know how 

Mary felt on the day of the Annunciation in which the angel Gabriel came to her. I want to 

know, most especially; did she ever want to be pregnant?  

The Catholic Catechism makes several claims to prove why it was Mary who was 

chosen to bear the son of God. One of these claims was of her obedience and devotion to 

God. As written in the Catechism, “In a wholly singular way she cooperated by her 

																																																								
3 Hanne Blank, Virgin: The Untouched History. Bloomsbury USA: New York, 2007, 193. 
4 In the plainest sense, the kind of virgin birth I am searching for is one that is self-willed and 
self-actualizing. 
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obedience, faith, hope, and burning charity in the Savior's work of restoring supernatural life 

to souls. For this reason, she is a mother to us in the order of grace.”5 I find the use of the 

word ‘cooperation’ funny, because it reiterates the fact that Mary did not choose to be the 

mother of Jesus, she did not choose to be pregnant.  

According to the Catholic Catechism, the Immaculate Conception actually refers to 

the birth of Mary rather than the birth of Jesus Christ. Although the birth of Jesus was in fact 

a virgin birth, it is not what the Christian doctrine terms the Immaculate Conception. Mary 

was conceived in her mother’s womb immaculately with “the full grace of God” and, thus, 

that is the Immaculate Conception.6 And because Mary was immaculately conceived, she 

was capable of birthing the divine despite being a virgin – she was marked with a destiny she 

did not choose on the day of her own birth. The grace, or absolution of sin, placed upon Mary 

during her conception is also referred to as the Sanctifying Grace, only received prior by 

Adam and Eve, the first mortal humans. Roman Catholicism teaches us that “the most 

Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instance of her conception, by a singular grace and privilege 

granted by Almighty God, in view of the merits of Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the human 

race, was preserved free from all stain of original sin.” 7 This absolution of sin is the 

Sanctifying Grace.  

Another claim for Mary’s qualification for being the mother of God is her 

unwavering virginity, a sense of untouchable divine purity granted through the deliberate 

																																																								
5 “Mary – Mother of Christ, Mother of the Church” Catechism of the Catholic Church, 
accessed January 14, 2017, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P2C.HTM 
6 “Conceived by the Power of the Holy Spirit and Born of the Virgin Mary,” Catechism of 
the Catholic Church, accessed January 14, 2017, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0015/__P1K.HTM 
7 “The Profession of Faith” Catechism of the Catholic Church, accessed January 14, 2017, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p122a3p2.htm. 
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omission of sexual experience. The removal of sexual intercourse from her pregnancy was 

key—and thus asserting that not only overt sex is sinful, but sex as an act in of itself. St. 

Augustine writes “Mary remained a virgin in conceiving her Son, a virgin in giving birth to 

him, a virgin in carrying him, a virgin in nursing him at her breast, always a virgin.”8 In St. 

Augustine’s description of the nature of Mary’s pregnancy, coupled by the Catechism’s 

insistence on the birth of Christ being entirely bodily and human, we will assume that her 

pregnancy (from fertilization, to gestation, to birth) coincides with the natural biological 

processes of human pregnancy.9 The fact that the only time, within the Christian doctrine, 

that a virgin could birth an actual child into the world and maintain her virginity was also 

done so through the strict removal of any sexual experience, enforcing that sex is the only 

biological process leading up to childbirth that is not divine—and yet, sex is the fundamental 

cause of natural human pregnancy.10 The insistence that Mary’s natural experience of 

pregnancy was never sexual, but spiritual, is the only way it can be deemed divine. 

Despite these claims, I do not understand what makes Mary so special. In fact, one 

could say many nuns fit the very same qualifications mentioned above: cooperation and 

devotion to God, unwavering virginity (at least after one takes their vows), etc. And yet, 

Mary did not even have to be a nun for her to be the chosen as Mother of Christ. What is it 

that makes Mary’s obedience and devotion different? Why Mary? 

																																																								
8 “Chapter 1: The Gospels, Luke” Catechism of the Catholic Church, accessed January 14, 
2017, http://www.vatican.va/archive/ENG0839/_PWK.HTM#GOSP.LUK.1.38 
9 When I say “the Catechism’s insistence on the birth of Christ being entirely bodily and 
human” I am pointing to the fact that Jesus Christ was simultaneously divine and human and 
so his birth must also be simultaneously entirely human and entirely divine.  
10 To be clear, this argument excludes all human pregnancy that is now possible without 
sexual intercourse due to reproductive technology for the story of Mary and the Christian 
doctrine was far before the time of reproductive technology.  
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The question of “why Mary” has been a huge source of disruption in my ability to relate to 

Mary’s virginity when exploring my own. One nun in particular, St. Teresa of Ávila, creates 

this disruption of sorts. Mary feels entirely not relatable while St. Teresa is a figure whose 

virginity I feel more akin to. St. Teresa of Ávila, a Spanish mystic, Roman Catholic Saint, 

and Carmelite nun, experienced many moments of religious ecstasy through visitations by 

God throughout her life.11 Teresa wrote constantly of the ascension of her soul through her 

mystic practices, identifying four stages in the ascent of the soul:  

1. Devotion of the Heart: achieved through mental prayer and devout 

concentration/contemplation 

2. Devotion of Peace: a surrendering to God 

3. Devotion of Union: an absorption of God 

4. Devotion of Ecstasy: consciousness of being as the body disappears.12 

Stages three and four are the most interesting to me because Teresa’s more specific writing 

of these experiences often sound sexual – but simply because these experiences are with God 

rather than another human, they become divine rather than sexual.  

 

 

																																																								
11 As an individual who has never grown up in a religious household or been taught the 
stories and histories of structured religious ideologies and their institutions. Much of my 
relationship with religion, Christianity especially, has been informed by the European canons 
of Art History taught to me throughout high school and some of college. And so my first 
encounter of St. Teresa of Ávila was through the Bernini sculpture “The Ecstasy of St. 
Teresa” in Santa Maria della Vittoria, Rome. It is very important to mention that in the 
sculpture there is a figure of an angel who has an arrow pointed in Teresa’s direction. This 
arrow is a source of much debate as some say it is meant to be pointing towards her heart 
when it seems to be pointing to her genitals. 
12 St. Teresa of Ávila, Autobiography of St. Teresa of Ávila. (Mineola, New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc.: 2010), 62-111. 
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Figure 3: Ecstasy of St. Teresa (1647-1652), Gian Lorenzo Bernini 

 

I look at Bernini’s white marble St. Teresa. I see her closed eyes; she’s in a space 

beyond this. Engulfed by God’s visitation. Her mouth open asking to be filled. He enters her 

and she is within ecstasy, within an orgasm, and her body is a vulnerable empty shell.  
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St. Teresa writes in her autobiography: “I saw in his hand a long spear of gold, and 

at the iron's point there seemed to be a little fire. He appeared to me to be thrusting it at times 

into my heart, and to pierce my very entrails; when he drew it out, he seemed to draw them 

out also, and to leave me all on fire with a great love of God. The pain was so great, that it 

made me moan…”13 

Both Mary and Teresa experienced divine visitations from God, and yet what is it 

about Mary’s that she was granted a virgin birth? What is the difference between Mary and 

Teresa? In order to differentiate the experiences of these two women, we must decide if 

Mary’s soul was ascending during the Annunciation the way Teresa’s often did. For one 

thing, Mary was devoutly religious, however not to Christianity (as the religion had not yet 

been born until Jesus’s lifetime) but to Judaism. Since both Judaism and Christianity 

essentially worship the same God, we can ignore the specificity of what religious doctrine 

Mary, at the time of the Annunciation, was devout to. And if we do so, we can also say that 

Mary meets the criteria of Teresa’s first stage to the ascension of the soul, Devotion of the 

Heart. Mary also meets the criteria for the second stage, Devotion of Peace: surrendering to 

God, for the Bible dictates that Mary was “freely and actively cooperative in a unique way 

with God’s plan of salvation” which started with her impregnation, suggesting a kind of 

surrendering of herself and her destiny.14 If the Annunciation of the Virgin Mary is in fact a 

divine ascension of the soul as according to St. Teresa, we must assume that the requirements 

for the last two stages were also met and that the visceral, sensual experiences of the third 

																																																								
13 St. Teresa of Ávila, 190. 
14 Robert H. Brom, “Immaculate Conception and Assumption” Catholic.com, last modified 
August 10, 2004; accessed January 14, 2017, http://www.catholic.com/tracts/immaculate-
conception-and-assumption. 
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and fourth stages that Teresa felt (3: devotion of Union and 4: devotion of Ecstasy) were also 

in fact felt by the Virgin Mary. If we assume this to be so, it appears there was an intentional 

omission of Mary’s emotional, physical, spiritual, and perhaps sensual perceptions and 

experiences of the Annunciation. And if we, for a moment, believe that this omission has 

occurred, we can assume it is to maintain Mary’s purity and absolution of sin. What does this 

say about Mary’s untouchable virginity? Or rather, what does this say about the level of 

attainability for the kind of virginity I propose and seek in this paper – one that can be 

simultaneously sexual and pure? Due to this dissonance, I cannot relate to Mary at all. In the 

end, I am left unsatisfied, particularly in regards to the Sanctifying Grace. For despite all the 

many words I’ve used to attempt to find reason in Mary being given the ability to experience 

a virgin birth, the most vital reason is simply that she was chosen. There’s little logic to it, 

being chosen by God.  

 

So here I am, sitting in this pew. My limbs curled into me. I am as small as I can be. 

The procession of my Catholic classmates has passed and I release my limbs, my body 

slumping against the rigid right angle of the hard wooden seat. I remember asking my friend 

one day what it was like to pray. She looked at me as though I had asked the most ridiculous 

question. “You just say the words and stop thinking,” she said. I reminded her of how Father 

Tom would always talk about the glory of finally being able to feel God communicating back 

to you. I asked if she had ever heard God speaking back to her. She said she wasn’t sure. I 

tried praying a few times in my life, but only when I was in desperate need of something. I’m 

not religious and I’m only spiritual when I want to be. Because I’m tired of waiting for a 

God. I’m tired of looking for something or someone that isn’t there. But, here I am. My flesh, 
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my bones, my blood pumping, myself existing, and I am here. And I am my own God. I am 

not a virgin because I’m a prude, I’m just waiting to be entered by something like God. I’m 

selfish, dedicated to myself...sometimes I’m in love with myself, and for now my hand is my 

God entering me. 
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Figure 4: Bellybutton Vulva from Taxonomy of Alternative Genitalia (2016- ), Tannaz Motevalli 
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3. The Expansion of Genesis 

 

I. par • the • no • gen • e • sis 
 

1. reproduction by development of an unfertilized usually female gamete that occurs 
especially among lower plants and invertebrate animals15 

 
2. a form of nonsexual reproduction, or agamogenesis, in which the female reproduces its 

kind without fecundation by the male16 
 

3. The development of an unfertilized egg into an adult organism. Virgin birth. This occurs 
naturally in bees and ants and in some animal species development of an ovum can be 

induced chemically or by pricking with a fine glass fibre. The result is a clone of the mother 
cell identical in all respects. Only females can be produced by parthenogenesis, as no Y 

chromosome is present. If achieved, human parthenogenesis would make men biologically 
redundant. Very early human embryos derived only from ova have been produced 
experimentally by a parthenogenetic technique using chemicals that hanged the 

concentration of ions in the ova.17 
 

4. The development of an individual from an egg without fertilization by a sperm. The 
process occurs mainly in lower invertebrates, particularly insects. The egg cell can be 

haploid (1) to produce, for example, male honeybees (drones) or diploid (1) as produced in 
wingless female aphids which, during the summer months, produce diploid eggs by mitosis 

that develop into female adults, only forming haploid gametes by meiosis in the autumn prior 
to normal sexual reproduction.18 

 

 The word parthenogenesis can be broken up etymologically to the two Greek 

words: παρθένος parthenos, ‘virgin’, and γένεσις genesis, ‘creation’—literally translating to 

the term “virgin birth.” Biologically speaking, parthenogenesis is common among certain 

kinds of plants and even some invertebrate animals. Some of these plants and animals are 

																																																								
15 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. S.v. “parthenogenesis.” Retrieved May 2, 2017 from 
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/parthenogenesis 
16 Farlex Partner Medical Dictionary. S.v. "parthenogenesis." Retrieved May 2, 2017 
from http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/parthenogenesis 
17 Collins Dictionary of Medicine. S.v. "parthenogenesis." Retrieved May 2, 2017 
from http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/parthenogenesis 
18 Collins Dictionary of Biology, 3rd ed. S.v. "parthenogenesis." Retrieved May 2, 2017 
from http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/parthenogenesis 
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hermaphroditic. Some only exist as female and so, through parthenogenesis, continue to 

reproduce more females. But, what qualifies a virgin in the world of parthenogenesis as it 

exists on our planet today? Can an organism still be referred to as a virgin when there is no 

other option, when the only kind of sex one can be is female? To understand my intention 

behind asking this question, I would like to momentarily step away from the biological and 

into the utopic to discuss Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s 1915 feminist utopic novel, Herland. 

After their bi-sexual19 civilization was decimated by war and natural disaster two thousand 

years ago, all the men died and the land now referred to as Herland became a land of only 

women. Without men to complete the necessary process of heterosexual reproduction the 

race of these women was doomed until a miracle occurred. Out of necessity, one of the last 

remaining women became pregnant through the process of a virgin birth and subsequently 

gave birth to five baby girls. These five girls continued to give birth on their own, five baby 

girls each, and thus the new female race of Herland was born.  

The book opens up to a group of men: Van, Terry, and Jeff, who are traveling through 

“savage lands” and in their travels, are told by their guide of a land full of women and that it 

is very dangerous as no man who has gone to the land of women has ever come back. With 

their small airplane, the three friends fly over the mountain ranges their guide had pointed 

out, excited to see this land of women.20 Upon entering Herland, the men were captured and 

quarantined by the women and slowly taught how to speak the language of this all-women 

society by three assigned teachers: Somel, Zava, and Moadine. Once they knew the language 

well enough the women began sharing and explaining everything about their society to the 

																																																								
19 In Herland, the term bi-sexual refers to a race that produces two sexes: male and female; 
not in reference to sexual preference. 
20 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (New York: Pantheon Books, 1979)	
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men: their history, their sciences, their social structures, their cultural production, 

philosophies, religion, etc. It becomes clear through this process of education that the women 

are motivated by the hopes that the men would share their knowledge of the rest of the world 

with the women.21 Finally after some time when trust was developed, as well as the men’s 

overwhelming curiosity and intrigue peaking, they find their way around asking their 

teachers how the women of Herland reproduce if there are no men: 

“Ladies,” Terry began, out of a clear sky, as it were, “are there no men in this 
country?” 
“Men?” Somel answered. “Like you?” 
“Yes, men,” Terry indicated his beard, and threw back his broad shoulders. 
“Men, real men.” 
“No,” she answered quietly. “There are no men in this country. There has not 
been a man among us for two thousand years.” 
Her look was clear and truthful and she did not advance this astonishing 
statement as if it was astonishing, but quite as a matter of fact. 
“But—the people—the children,” he protested, not believing her in the least, but 
not wishing to say so. 
“Oh yes,” she smiled. “I do not wonder you are puzzled. We are mothers—all of 
us—but there are no fathers. We thought you would ask about that long ago—
why have you not?” Her look was as frankly kind as always, her tone quite 
simple. 
Terry explained that we had not felt sufficiently used to the language, making 
rather a mess of it, I thought, but Jeff was franker. 
“Will you excuse us all,” he said, “if we admit that we find it hard to believe? 
There is no such—possibility—in the rest of the world.” 
“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. 

																																																								
21 It is important to reiterate now that the land of Herland is isolated by mountains and the 
women have built no modern forms of transportation to exit those barriers. And so, Herland 
is literally a haven untouched by the “world” for over two thousand years. 
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“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. “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.22 

 

So, let’s return to my first question: Can an organism still be referred to as a virgin 

when there is no other option, when the only kind of sex one can be is female? As is evident 

in the quote, the women of Herland have no conception of virginity, and yet they do know of 

a time in which their very own civilization had men in it and relied on those men to 

reproduce. What is at stakes here when virginity is out of the picture? The very notion of 

virginity is enigmatic to these women. Then again, virginity is an enigmatic construction all 

together. There is no biological reason to describe an organism as a virgin. It would seem 

ridiculous to think of a female bird that has yet to mated for the first time as a virgin, and yet 

we mark human beings this way. Even though stating whether a human being is a virgin or 

not is not a matter of biology but rather a social issue, the perceived necessity of claiming 

whether one is a virgin becomes conflated to be an issue of biology.23 The women of Herland 

and their relationship to virginity is actually just a reflection of the meaninglessness of such a 

construction when it comes to the biological productivity of reproduction. 

It is important to note that the story of Herland is told solely through the perspective 

of Van. Of the three men, Van is portrayed as the most level-headed. He majored in 

sociology making him the most intrigued with the women and more adept to studying their 

																																																								
22 Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Herland (New York: Pantheon Books, 1979), 47. 
23 This is evidenced in regards to extreme conservative efforts towards reproductive rights 
such as the suggestion of celibacy as the only necessary form of contraception.  
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manner and way of life. Gilman’s strategic narrative choice to have the main character be an 

outside male looking in and examining says a lot about the way that human reproduction, and 

particularly the female’s role within it, has been mystified. Or perhaps it is because the 

female body and sexuality has been so historically mystified by men of the sciences that 

human reproduction follows suit. In physicist Evelyn Fox Keller’s book Secrets of Life. 

Secrets of Death. Essays on Language, Gender and Science, she explores the underlying 

nature of scientific creativity “—namely, the urge to fathom the secrets of nature, and the 

collateral (and hence gain control) of our own mortality.”24 On Keller’s insights around 

secrecy, Sarah Kember elaborates in her book Cyberfeminism and Artificial Life: 

Secrets have a function which may be expressed in psychological, social, and 
economic terms. They articulate a boundary: “an interior not visible to outsiders, 
the demarcation of a separate domain, a sphere of autonomous power.” What is 
more, life has traditionally been seen as a secret kept by women from men.25 
 

Here Kember suggests that creation, procreation, and reproduction (life) have always 

been kept by women. Especially since it is biologically impossible for men to experience 

pregnancy, this “boundary” that both Keller and Kember discuss has formed a mythos 

surrounding the female body, ability, job, and allure. I would also argue, that this mythos 

becomes heightened, manifold, and expansive when it comes to the virgin, a classification 

already constructed around ideas of secrecy, containment, introversion, and purity. It’s 

important to take note of what Keller and Kember are attempting to unpack: the motivations 

behind scientific creativity and innovation. They specifically point to the fact that historically 

the sciences have been male-dominated fields. In the case of Herland, in which there are no 

																																																								
24 Evelyn Fox Keller. Secrets of Life. Secrets of Death. Essays on Language, Gender and 
Science. (New York and London: Routledge, 1992) 39. 
25 “an interior not visible to outsiders, the demarcation of a separate domain, a sphere of 
autonomous power”: Keller, 40. Full quote from: Kember, Sarah. Cyberfeminism and 
Artificial Life. (London: Routledge, 2003) 25.	
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men, what hidden things are women attempting to reveal in the world? What motivates 

scientific creativity and innovation in a land of only women?  As you will see soon, this is 

one of the many oversights made by Gilman in creating the world of Herland. 

The notions of secrecy previously described by Keller and Kember resonate quite 

strongly in Herland. Gilman provides us with a story that unveils itself while simultaneously 

reiterating the structures that make virginity, birth, and motherhood so mysterious. One could 

argue that Gilman’s choice to have the women of Herland be so eager to learn the ways of 

the world outside could be their motivation for scientific creativity and innovation. But I 

would argue that this is not inherent to their society and rather is merely circumstantial. I am 

far more interested in what motivated these women in their pursuit of scientific creativity and 

innovation before the arrival of men. When it comes to the reproductive sciences, however, 

things get muddy. Virgin birth in Herland is exciting and quite fascinating because as an 

experience it is understood simultaneously through the sciences and through religion. While 

it is made clear in the novel that the women of Herland spent much of their two thousand 

years involved in calculated studying and tinkering of the process of birth, the life of an 

infant, and the job of a mother, the motivation behind such experimentation is deeply rooted 

in their faith.  

For Herland, the society is more than simply a land of women, but a land of mothers. 

So, of course, their religion too is a religion of the Mother: 

All mothers in that land were holy. To them, for long ages, the approach to 
motherhood has been by the most intense and exquisite love and longing, by the 
Supreme Desire, the overmastering demand for a child.26 
 

																																																								
26 Gilman, 140. 
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Although Gilman is quite adamant about the first virgin birth being a miracle, this new form 

of reproduction that is continued by the new race is not continually referred to as a 

miraculous act, but simply becomes their normal. When Van asks his teacher Somel about 

how birth works, Somel explains it as a natural urge or “deep inner demand for a child.”27 

According to Somel, “when a woman chooses to be a mother, she allows the child-longing to 

grow within her till it works its natural miracle.”28 In the religion of Herland, the first mother 

to perform a virgin birth those two thousand years ago is revered and is in many ways their 

God:  

Their great Mother Spirit was to them what their own motherhood was – only 
magnified beyond human limits. That meant that they felt beneath and behind 
them an upholding, unfailing, serviceable love – perhaps it was really the 
accumulated mother-love of the race they felt – but it was a Power.29 
 

To these women, their natural virgin births are as much a biological process as they are a 

sacred one. And as religion often does, the sacred too defines a societies ethics and moral 

code. In the case of Herland, reproduction becomes a woman’s responsibility for the 

betterment of society, not for the individual. Here lies the fundamental struggle of virgin 

births in Herland and beyond, the battle between the individual and the society.  

As Van becomes further acquainted with Herland, he notices how there seems to be 

just enough of everything. Just enough food that the land feels plentiful and abundant and 

everyone is healthy. Just enough land that a woman can feel free to roam without being 

overwhelmed by the vastness of the world. Just enough people that everyone knows one 

another fairly intimately. In regards to resources such as food and land, Van learned that 

when resources began to diminish the women strategically engineered the land to only grow 

																																																								
27 Gilman, 70. 
28 Gilman, 71. 
29 Gilman, 113. 
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fruit and nut-bearing trees making that their normal diet so they no longer needed animals for 

food.30 As for their health:  

Physiology, hygiene, sanitation, physical culture –all that line of work had been 
perfected long since. Sickness was almost wholly unknown among them, so 
much so that a previously high development in what we call the “science of 
medicine” had become practically a lost art. They were a clean-bred, vigorous 
lot, having the best of care, the most perfect living conditions always.31 

 
Practically every aspect daily life in Herland was customized and engineered to perfection.  

In studying the history of Herland society however, Van comes to realize that there 

was a period, right before they engineered their land and resources, of “negative eugenics” 

due to over-population. The process of how they stabilized the population, however, was not 

clear. So, during a session with his teacher Somel, Van asks about this:  

She [Somel] explained to me, with sweet seriousness, that as I had supposed, at 
first each woman bore five children; and that, in their eager desire to build up a 
nation, they had gone on in that way for a few centuries, till they were confronted 
with the absolute need of a limit. This fact was equally plain to all—all were 
equally interested. 
They were now as anxious to check their wonderful power [the power of virgin 
birth] as they had been to develop it; and for some generations gave the matter 
their most earnest thought and study. 
“We were living on rations before we worked it out,” she said. “But we did work 
it out. You see, before a child comes to one of us there is a period of utter 
exaltation—the whole being is uplifted and filled with a concentrated desire for 
that child. We learned to look forward to that period with the greatest caution. 
Often our young women, those to whom motherhood had not yet come, would 
voluntarily defer it. When that deep inner demand for a child began to be felt she 
would deliberately engage in the most active work, physical and mental; and 
even more important, would solace her longing by the direct care and service of 
the babies we already had.” 
She paused. Her wise sweet face grew deeply, reverently tender. 
“We soon grew to see that mother-love has more than one channel of expression. 
I think the reason our children are so—so fully loved, by all of us, is that we 
never—any of us—have enough of our own.” 
This seemed to me infinitely pathetic, and I said so. “We have much that is bitter 
and hard in our life at home,” I told her, “but this seems to me piteous beyond 
words—a whole nation of starving mothers!” 
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31 Gilman, 97.	
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But she smiled her deep contented smile, and said I quite misunderstood. 
“We each go without a certain range of personal joy,” she said, “but remember—
we each have a million children to love and serve—OUR children.” 
It was beyond me. To hear a lot of women talk about “our children”! But I 
suppose that is the way the ants and bees would talk—do talk, maybe. 
That was what they did, anyhow. 
When a woman chose to be a mother, she allowed the child-longing to grow 
within her till it worked its natural miracle. When she did not so choose she put 
the whole thing out of her mind, and fed her heart with the other babies.32 

 
As you can see, population control, of course, became a matter of reproductive (human) 

rights. A woman was not able to make the choice to birth a child based on her individual 

needs and desires, but had to think only of the society and whether she was qualified to give 

birth by the standards of an over-populated state. Although Gilman often seems to suggest in 

her writing that the Herland governance is better than that of our world, the structure is in no 

way revelatory or divergent. Rather, governance in Herland produces the very same issues 

around reproductive rights as the governances of our world.33 

In tandem with this struggle between the individual and the state is the struggle 

between science and religion. If we, for a moment, assume that ethic-based decisions, i.e. 

governmental choices for the betterment of society, in Herland are continually linked to 

religious ideas around motherhood and love, i.e. mother-love, can we consider the societal 

tinkering and engineering done by the Herland authorities to be a matter of science? It would 

make sense to do so as things such as agricultural engineering, genetic engineering/eugenics, 

and immunology are, or once were, considered sciences in our world. And so, I of course 

must ask: is birth in Herland a matter of science? This question is not as easy to answer 

because virgin birth in Herland presumes to be both an issue of science and an issue of 
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33 I’m speaking first and foremost from the perspective of the United States because I do not 
have a good grasp on the global politics of reproductive rights. 
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religion. Feminist theorist Donna Haraway and her writing around the way science and 

technology affect our social realms and worldview can shed some light on this dilemma, she 

writes: 

Science is about knowledge and power. In our time, natural science defines the 
human being’s place in nature and history and provides the instruments of 
domination of the body and the community. By constructing the category 
nature, natural science imposes limits on history and self-formation34 

 
As Haraway would probably put it, virgin birth in Herland is not really a matter of 

science or religion, but simply a matter of “knowledge and power.” Here is what I believe is 

Gilman’s most obvious oversight: the authority figures of Herland are not beyond or exempt 

from Haraway’s notions around power and domination simply because they are women. 

Reproduction, in any society or world, will always be an issue of power if the rights and 

abilities of an individual to procreate are in anyway decided by a public or an authority. 

 
 
 

 
II. ec • to • gen • e • sis 

 
having origin and undergoing early growth outside the body, as in the case of in vitro 

fertilization35 
 
 

Rheihan Salam wrote an article on Slate Magazine’s website entitled “The End of 

Pregnancy: and the inevitable rise of the artificial womb” in which he opens his text 

summarizing Jacqueline Steven’s oppositional theory to penis envy: pregnancy envy. 

Pregnancy envy suggests that a boy’s realization as a child, that he, and all like him (i.e. 

																																																								
34 Donna Haraway. Simians and Cyborgs: The Reinvention of Nature. (New York: 
Routledge, 1991) 44. 
35 Collins Dictionary of Medicine. S.v. "ectogenesis." Retrieved May 5 2017 
from http://medical-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/ectogenesis 
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those without vaginas), cannot procreate creates a need to compensate for a profound sense 

of inadequacy.36 And with this theory of pregnancy envy, Kember and Keller’s thoughts on 

scientific creativity, or rather curiosity, really come to life—that through the guise of 

science and medicine the man is given uninhibited access to that which he cannot have. 

Thus, he can fulfill his curiosity and fantasy of and for procreation by using his power to 

control the way procreation itself is understood on an epistemological level.  

Reproductive technology, as it is available and being researched today, though 

necessary for many in the efforts to resolve infertility or give options to people who do not 

have the necessary reproductive organs to carry out a pregnancy, is also laden with dystopic 

notions of what the human body can, could, and should be capable of. But because the 

reproductive capabilities of human beings’ function within a sex binary, reproductive 

technology struggles to satisfy beyond the oppositional framework biology suggests.  

This framework of biology, however, only makes sense in a vacuum, for in reality it 

is part of our natural biology for our bodies to fail to a certain degree, especially when it 

comes to procreation.37 So, in order to understand reproductive technology today, we have 

to address what reproductive technology has historically deemed in need of fixing and the 

political ramifications of such. Firstly, we must recognize that in the attempts to recognize 

and resolve infertility, specifically within heterosexual relationships, the responsibility is 

																																																								
36 Rheihan Salam. “The End of Pregnancy: And the inevitable rise of the artificial womb”. 
Slate Magazine. Slate.com. Web. October 23, 2014. Retrieved May 2, 2016. 
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/culturebox/2014/10/ectogenesis_the_end_of
_pregnancy_and_the_inevitable_rise_of_the_artificial.html 
37 This idea is, of course, rooted in Darwinian notions of evolutionary biology which has 
historically been misused many times over to rationalize racist, sexist, homophobic, classist, 
ageist, etc. ideologies. I am not disregarding these histories, but simply attempting to break 
down the binary assumptions around what is natural and unnatural in regards to reproductive 
technology. 
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often placed on the woman as the female reproductive organ has a specific window of time 

in which it is fertile. As anthropologist Emily Martin argues in her paper “The Egg and the 

Sperm: How Science Has Constructed a Romance Based on Stereotypical Male-Female 

Roles,” scientists have always enforced standards upon the female reproductive system that 

go beyond what the body is naturally capable of, often standards that apply to the male 

reproductive system which is a system so uniquely different and incomparable. And so not 

only has the female reproductive system always been deemed lesser, but that in enforcing 

unrealistic standards to be a part of natural biology, we simultaneously enforce the 

degradation and objectification of women and their role in human reproduction in our social 

and cultural lives.38 In this process of mythologizing the female body from the standpoint of 

science, the female sex becomes vulnerable and bends under the weight of the male sex’s 

unquestioned validity—the female simply becomes a container for expressing the power of 

the male over it. 

 “The theory of the human body is always a part of a world-picture…The theory of 

the human body is always a part of a fantasy.” 39 This notion of fantasy is particularly 

relevant to Evelyn Fox Keller’s notion of the biological gaze which can be understood as a 

sort of intervention of looking “through the keyhole science has provided for us to observe a 

formerly hidden domain.”40 In explaining this gaze, Sarah Franklin references Donna 

Haraway by saying “…we cannot even look at the [turn-of-the-century] embryo—

																																																								
38 Emily Martin, “The Egg and the Sperm: How Science Has Constructed a Romance Based 
on Stereotypical Male-Female Roles.” University of Chicago Press: Signs, Vol. 16, No. 3 
(Spring, 1991), 489. 
39 Hillman 220, qtd. in Martin 485: James Hillman. The Myth of Analysis. (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Pres, 1972.) 
40 Sarah Franklin. Biological Relatives: IVF, Stem Cells, and the Future of Kinship. (Durham 
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objectively, scientifically, in the laboratory, under a microscope—without seeing it through 

the lens of prefabricated, culturally inherited, constitutive, real, and inescapable frames of 

reference…”41 In this quote, Franklin and Haraway both talk of in-vitro fertilization (IVF) 

and the new biology it has created with the reconciliation that the biological gaze remains, 

and grows greater, even when the process exists outside the body. The most fascinating part 

of Keller’s notion of the biological gaze is its insistence on touch, suggesting the insistence 

of explicit outward visibility and materiality be a standard for science; positivism at its 

best.42  

Pregnancy, in its “natural” state is a process contained within the body and most 

“visible” to only one person, the mother. In the case of the artificial womb, the entire 

process of pregnancy that would normally occur inside the mother’s belly becomes 

transparent and the mystery of childbearing dissolves. For this reason, the undoing of the 

very “secret” of childbirth that Kember and Keller alluded to, makes the artificial womb 

seem like a likely next step under the ideologies that guide our positivist Western scientific 

and medical discourses. The urgency of its arrival is very potent in Rheihan Salam’s text. 

The most fascinating thing about his article, however, is his argument that the artificial 

womb suggests a new relationship to biology in regards to how reproduction affects our 

daily lives. He writes, “Instead of adapting our jobs to accommodate biology, we will adapt 

our biology to accommodate our jobs.”43 He believes that the artificial womb negates any 

sense that bodies are naturally supposed to be a certain way in order to reproduce, because at 

least theoretically, it produces a situation in which our bodies are no longer a part of the 
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equation. In many ways, some of the social pressures of reproduction become alleviated 

while new ones may arise. 

 

I am a woman human in herself myself. I ache for a transcendence that not only destroys my 

biology but transforms it repeatedly and endlessly! Insistent and necessitated 

transformation. 
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Figure 5: Nasal Vulva from Taxonomy of Alternative Genitalia (2016- ), Tannaz Motevalli 
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4. New Pleasures 

 

 Sex with myself is no longer as imaginative as it once was. I've seen too many 

images of what I'm told sex should be like. When alone with myself, temporarily without 

these images, my mind, often in preparation for sleep, can drift much like it used to into 

places where the images that stimulate me are all my own: of my own making and my own 

necessity.  

 Sometimes, after being penetrated by other people's images, I start to see 

my body not as my own. I imagine other bodies that feel like my own but are not and, in their 

otherness, I allow myself to exploit them in ways I cannot exploit myself. I imagine my 

vagina as a penis. I rub my clitoris and simultaneously feel myself stroking my shaft. I hardly 

ever enter myself, it is only something I can do when I feel most connected to myself. 

Otherwise it feels too much like the entrance of a foreign object, not anywhere near the kind 

of self-completion I desire. 

 

 Pinar Yoldas, a cross-disciplinary artist and researcher based in Berlin and Durham, 

North Carolina, began a project called “Speculative Biologies” back in 2008 in which she 

created new fictitious organs and tissues for our pre-existing human genitalia.44 The three 

new organs she created are Neolabium™—a sensorial vulva with heightened nerve 

sensitivity; SuperMammal™—an organ of multiple breasts and mammary glands; and 

																																																								
44 Pinar Yoldas, “Speculative Biologies, 2008-” PinarYoldas.info, accessed December 14, 
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PolyPhallii™—an organ of multiple phalluses.45  

	

Figure 6: Speculative Biologies (2008- ), Pinar Yoldas 

	
These fictitious organs are luscious and coral reef-like, as they are presented in large glass 

containers and submerged in water. Originally when learning about this project, it seemed to 

me to be a concept resulting from a culture of excess in which normal genitalia needed to be 

bigger, better, and stronger. Especially considering that Yoldas’s starting and ending points 

remain within the framework of our pre-existing and current anatomy, it seemed as though 

what she was doing, despite how beautiful, was not quite so innovative or transformative as it 

claimed to be. However, when giving a talk at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago in 

December of 2016, she describes these organs as “plug and play”—ideally attachments 

																																																								
45 Pinar Yoldas, “SuperMammalTM Dissected: Towards a Phenomenology for a New 
Species”, PinarYoldas.info, accessed December 14, 2016, 
http://files.cargocollective.com/10589/superMammalDissectedfinal-2.pdf	
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designed to grow externally from any human surface by attaching to the nervous system and 

creating new sensations of pleasure that the body can feel by stimulating the attached 

genitalia. This idea of “plug and play” truly breaks down our experience of sex and gender 

by allowing us to grow new genitalia and thus new and more complicated biological sexes. 

Although just a start to transforming our sexual realities, part of why I love this project is 

how it affirms the reality that sexual reproduction is always in conversation with pleasure.  

	

Figure 7: Neolabium™ (2008), Pinar Yoldas 

	
 I have always had a very vibrant imagination. So vibrant that I think I had a hard time 

as a kid deciphering fact from fiction. I never did very well in my science classes, but I really 

loved “playing school.” I had a chalkboard in my room and would prepare for lessons by 

going down to our basement to use the family computer and write worksheets, quizzes, and 

tests. One day I was playing school with a childhood friend and she began inquiring about 

some fundamental questions on the human body such as ‘how does one breathe?’ and ‘where 
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does blood come from?’ I answered enthusiastically. This memory is faded, but from what I 

can gather, I am quite sure I began drawing diagrams of the inside of the body and it looked 

like a city with many little workers. Like a sort of bee-hive, I constructed systems and 

miniature worlds and called it a biology lesson.  

 As a child, you can believe so much without those beliefs ever being questioned. 

My parents found the things I came up with both entertaining and harmless. Throughout my 

early education I kept my imaginative configurations of the body to myself. I followed what I 

was taught while letting my mind roam in other directions when I was alone. I am not sure 

how and at what point I lost it, or maybe rather, gave in to what I was told was “true,” but at 

some point, my curiosity turned on me and rather than being a place of infinite pleasure it 

became a pit of shame. This pit would deepen the longer I was in school as I was never 

capable of seeing any sort of semblance of what I had imagined of my own world in the 

world around me—the “real” world. It was different when I was the teacher, my thoughts and 

ideas constantly validated by the echoing of a childhood friend absorbing everything I had to 

say. That assurance was then gone and all I could turn to was the feeling of being terribly 

wrong all this time.  

 This feeling of wrongness and shame that I carried with me throughout my 

childhood reverberated when I read Van speak about the way he hid some of the truths about 

‘our world’ to his Herland women, out of shame that the world he had previously found 

pleasure in was not ‘right.’ Although Gilman’s utopian novel attempts to portray Herland as 

the ‘right’ world, I am not tempted by it. However, in the many flaws I find in Herland, there 

is one that goes the deepest, which is the way Gilman frames the relationship between 

reproduction and pleasure. This fraught relationship is mapped out quite clearly in a 
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conversation Van and his romantic partner Ellador have towards the end of the novel. As 

Ellador and Van’s love for one another grow and their married life begins, Van starts to feel a 

certain kind of love is missing. Although they have deep affection for one another and show 

it throughout their daily life and time together, Van attempts to explain to Ellador that he 

desires a kind of romantic and sexual love which is unknown to the women of Herland. 

Ignoring the extremely heteronormative implications of what is defined as sex in Gilman’s 

novel; Ellador, despite her ardent attempts to understand this notion of sex simply for 

pleasure and as an expression of affection, is inevitably incapable of having sex with Van:46  

 ‘There is something quite beautiful in this idea,’ she admitted, still as if we 
were discussing life on Mars. ‘This climactic expression, which, in all the 
other life-forms, has but the one purpose, has with you become specialized 
to higher, purer, nobler uses. It has–I judge from what you tell me–the most 
ennobling effect on character. People marry, not only for parentage, but for 
this exquisite interchange–and, as a result, you have a world full of 
continuous lovers, ardent, happy, mutually devoted, always living on that 
high tide of supreme emotion which we had supposed to belong only to one 
season and one use. And you say it has other results, stimulating all high 
creative work. That must mean floods, oceans of such work, blossoming 
from this intense happiness of every married pair! It is a beautiful idea!’     
… 
She was sorry, honestly sorry, for my distresses, and made all manner of 
thoughtful suggestions, often quite useful, as well as the wise foresight I 
have mentioned above, which often saved all difficulty before it arose; but 
her sympathy did not alter her convictions. 
‘If I thought it was really right and necessary, I could perhaps bring myself 
to it, for your sake, dear; but I do not want to–not at all. You would not 
have a mere submission, would you? That is not the kind of high romantic 
love you spoke of, surely? It is a pity, of course, that you should have to 
adjust your highly specialized faculties to our unspecialized ones.’47 

 
Despite the beauty and purpose Ellador seems to see in this kind of love, she cannot help but 

think of it as wrong. This is particularly interesting because the language she uses to describe 

																																																								
46 If it isn’t clear: Gilman assumes that since there are no men, the women of Herland cannot 
have sex –  homosexuality simply does not exist in this novel. 
47 Gilman, 127-129. 
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what Van has explained to her of couples having sex suggests it to be this act of high 

nobility, not, as Van surely must have omitted, an act of baser instinct driven by lower 

desires—a notion that does exist in our world. Regardless of her perception of sex and 

whether it holds as a representation of what sex means broadly, Ellador cannot allow herself 

to do such a thing and decides it is wrong.  

 

 As I reached puberty, I continued playing school with my friends, but we began to 

put aside our traditional biology lessons for certain kinds of school—kinds that required a 

little more touching, a little more investigation, and a lot less talking. We began, in our own 

language, to talk about love and sex and pleasure without even realizing that’s what we were 

talking about. We had gathered some things from our parents, the TV, and the internet; things 

that shocked and delighted us. We would have to pretend one of us was the boy and the other 

the girl. I was often the boy and often the most assertive. These games didn’t end well for I 

think I scared some of my friends away. As exciting as it was to have someone to play with, 

there were things I knew I wanted that my friends did not. In fear of violating my friendships, 

my inquiry, for a moment, was a secret obsession. I turned to myself to find answers and 

found myself satisfied with, and perhaps even addicted to, the fact that pleasuring myself 

allowed me to be entirely in control. But, of course, it still isn’t enough. 

 When I first began having pregnancy fantasies two years ago it began first with 

the desire to have a baby. This desire evolved into the desire simply to be pregnant. And 

then, it eventually evolved into the desire to impregnate myself independent of anything but 

the act of having sex with myself. As much as I am interested in just the act of pleasuring 

myself, I find the idea of that pleasure manifesting into actual pregnancy—the transformation 
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of the body as it begins to grow separately out from myself—that idea gives me the most 

pleasure.  

pro • cre • ate 

to bring forth 

 

In thinking about virgin births, control and autonomy are not inherent notions—or 

rather that process often suggests a lack of control. The prime example of this is the Virgin 

Mary, of course. So why, then, am I so attached to the possibility of virgin births being a 

location for autonomy? In many ways, this thesis is about autonomy: autonomy to create, and 

thus procreate. And as a virgin myself, who has struggled to find peace with this sexuality, 

(pro)creation serves as a catalyst for finding peace within myself, for bringing forth an 

autonomy that is often pushed aside and made hidden.  

 

I am a woman human in herself myself. I ache for a transcendence that not only destroys my 

biology but transforms it repeatedly and endlessly! Insistent and necessitated 

transformation. 

 

Reproduction: to make again. On a wholly theoretical level, reproduction is a space of 

self-actualization in which through the intimate act of being within one’s self another is 

made. Reproduction is a consistent projection of the possible: a momentary separation from 

the self that gives way to new ideas of what the self can be and what the self can contain. All 

of my life I have struggled with the desires to make what feels impossible possible. And for 

now, I am finding great pleasure in the ability to seek just how much I can contain. 
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Figure 8: Virgin Vulva (Climax) from Taxonomy of Alternative Genitalia (2016- ), Tannaz Motevalli 
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