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M.A. THESIS 

AMERICAN LITERATURE SPECIALISATION 

Women Characters in Willa Cather's Fiction as a Reflection of 

U.S. Women's Rights History 

Lucie Heck 

 

Since my overall impression of this thesis is fairly positive, I propose evaluating it with a very 

good grade (velmi dobře). My principal reason for not considering an excellent is the 

unfortunate fragmentary character of the text: having read its opening pages, the reader 

expects an analysis of Willa Cather’s fiction; however, as s/he proceeds, s/he finds long 

sections devoted to the history of American women’s  social positions; to the Women’s 

Rights Movement; to various laws, case studies and archival documents. While these are 

interesting (and in the case of the archival material even fascinating) sections, they are neither 

systematically presented nor satisfactorily connected to the fragments of literary analysis that 

there are scattered throughout the thesis. The prose is equally uneven; while at places, the text 

is smooth and elegant, other sections contain rather unfortunate errors (for example “then” 

and “than” are often wrongly interchanged [e.g. on pp. 11, 21, 24, 40, 69], so are “loosing” 

and “losing” [pp. 47, 64]).  

 

However, having said that, I do think the thesis raises important issues and questions that are 

worth a debate. The discussion regarding Cather’s inconsistency is interesting (although it 

rushes into an unnecessary conclusion on p. 10—could the candidate instead suggest even 

further possible reasons for Cather’s criticism of the Women’s Rights Movement?), and so is 

the argument that her fiction has a political life of its own. In regard to the latter: is there any 

evidence that Cather’s “gift of indirect empowerment of women” (63) had an impact, that she 

indeed “shaped readers’ awareness of roles and positions of women” (70)? How was her 

fiction received outside the academic circles?   

 

Another issue that the defense could possibly address is the argument that “Cather is regarded 

as one of the most autobiographical American writers” (3). Besides a brief discussion of Jim 

Burden on p. 65, there was no further evidence provided. Where else, in the candidate’s view, 

is her fiction autobiographical? And is anything gained by this insight? 
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