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Abstract

Willa Cather (1873-1947) is nowadays regarded as one of the most important 

U.S. writers, and the volume of critical works, articles and dissertations devoted to her 

as a person and an artist is immense. One of the problematic relationship has always 

been, as can be seen from a number of critical essays and books, between Cather and 

U.S. feminists. The feminists would have liked to include Cather,  as an feminist 

writer, into their group of the  first-rate, woman-authored   “female canon”,  however, 

such intent brought about an important question. Is it possible to regard Willa Cather 

as a feminist, considering her attacks on other women-writers, and her negative 

attitude towards the organized women's rights movement? 

This work's objective is to explore the  background of  Cather and organized 

women's rights movement's bizarre relationship, and  answer the question above. To 

find out if Cather's work with its strong heroines empowered or weakened women in 

general, her  novels and stories, rather then facts and assumption about her personal 

life, are used. The relevant parts of the plots from Cather's fiction are put into the 

historical perspective of the contemporary U.S. laws, showing that although Cather 

created exceptional woman characters, she let them deal with the same conditions and 

problems other women (that is  the “common” women) encountered. 

To ensure variety of women characters and their stories, five works of Willa 

Cather  and ten of her heroines were chosen to be analyzed: Alexandra Bergson and 

Marie Shabata in O Pioneers!,  Ántonia Shimerda, Lena Lingard, Tiny Soderball and 

Frances Harling in  My Ántonia,  Marian Forrester in A Lost Lady, Myra Henshaw in 

My Mortal Enemy and  Victoria Templeton and Mrs. Harris in Old Mrs. Harris.

In order to put Cather's heroines' life stories and their relationships   into the 

bigger picture  perspective, the backbone of the strictly genderly divided  U.S. 

patriarchal society, The English Common Law and its implications is described. 

Basic information about the women's emancipation movement as a mass response to 

the  woman's inferior, second-class-citizen position is supplied as well. Then the 

problematic social issues which were influenced by or based on U.S. legislature, such 



as  marriage, work, property and possible divorce are connected with specific 

examples from Cather's fiction. Using Cather's heroines and also the real, nineteenth-

century-women personal stories, as found in State Historical Society of Iowa  and 

Iowa Women's Archives in Iowa City reveals,  in which ways  were  women abridged 

in  their constitutional rights to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 

To be able to challenge the  women's disadvantaged  status and their missing 

social and political rights, women united. Their agenda, as put together by leaders of 

the 1848 Seneca Falls Woman's Rights convention which marks the beginning of the 

women's rights movement, is described. Some of the new laws that improved 

women's status, for example The Married Women Property Act (1848 and on), 

together with the new laws which confirmed women's second-class citizen position, 

such as the 1907 Citizenship Act, are also discussed.

The concluding part draws attention to the fact that  the unfair patriarchal 

practices and various cases of injustice challenged by feminists were very accurately 

depicted in plots and subplots of  Cather's fiction. The power of an artistic portrayal 

can often bring out emotions, reactions and needed changes more distinctly then the 

mere political speeches or proclamations. Although Cather was not politically active 

in organized women's rights movement, her fiction should be regarded as political. 

The various portrayals of the gender inequality in the patriarchal society which Cather 

deliberately created in her writing, confirm her significance for the “cause of all 

women”. If we agree with the statement that the first step to freedom is one's 

realization of their subordination, then Cather's fiction, containing strong heroines and 

read by many common women, could not weaken these women but only empower 

them.



Abstrakt

Willa Catherová (1873-1947) je v současnosti oceňována jako jedna z 

nejdůležitějších amerických autorek,  a počet kritických děl, článků a disertací, které 

jsou jí věnovány je značný. Z množství esejů, knih a biografií je možné usoudit na 

jeden důležitý a problematických vztah: Willa Catherová a americké feministky. 

Feministky by  velice rády přiřadily  Catherovou k feministickým spisovatelkám a 

jejich nově vytvořenému “ženského kánonu” tj.ke skupině prvotřídních žen – autorek. 

Tato snaha však přinesla nečekanou otázku: Je možné považovat  Catherovou  za 

feministku, pokud je známá svými ostrými výpady proti ostatním ženám– 

spisovatelkám a také svým negativním postojem k organizovanému hnutí za ženská 

práva?

Cílem této práce je objasnit pozadí zvláštního vztahu mezi  Catherovou a 

americkými feministkami a odpovědět na výše položenou otázku. Ke zjištění toho, 

zda silné ženské hrdinky, která Catherová ve svých dílech vytvořila, přispívaly  k 

posílení žen anebo spíše jejich oslabení jsou namísto faktů a domněnek z jejího 

osobního života použity její romány a povídky. Relevantní části z jejích románů byly 

interpretovány vzhledem k tehdejším americkým zákonům, což pomohlo ukázat, že 

ačkoliv  Catherová vytvořila výjimečné, spíše než obvyklé ženské hrdinky, nechala je 

bojovat se stejnými podmínkami a problémy, které provázely životy běžných žen. 

Aby byla zaručena rozmanitost ženskách postav a jejich problémů, bylo k 

následné analýze vybráno pět různých děl a deset hrdinek Catherové: Alexandra 

Bergsonová a Marie Šabatová v  Pionýři,  Antonie Šimerdová, Lena Lingardová, Tiny 

Soderballová a  Frances Harlingová v  Moje  Antonie,  Marian Forresterová ve 

Ztracená, Myra Henshawová v Můj úhlavní nepřítel a Victoria Templetonová a paní 

Harrisová ve Stará paní Harrisová (sbírka Skromné osudy).

Aby bylo možné zasadit hrdinky Catherové do širšího kontextu historie 

Spojených států, bylo nutné vysvětlit klíčový “Anglický občanský zákon”,  který 

sloužil jako hlavní opora pro přísně  genderově rozdělenou, patriarchální americkou 

společnost. Zároveň jsou poskytnuty základní informace o americkém ženském hnutí, 



které vzniklo jako odpověď na podřízené postavení žen jako  občanů “druhého řádu”. 

Následně byly propojeny specifické příklady hrdinek z děl Catherové se 

společenskými problémy, které byly přímým důsledkem, nebo vycházely z americké 

legislativy. Propojení fiktivních hrdinek a opravdových osudů žen žijících v 19. století 

tak, jak byly zaznamenány v archívech Iowské státní historické společnosti a Archívu 

Iowských žen (oba archívy se nacházejí v Iowa City, stát Iowa) ukázalo, jakým 

způsobem byly v reálu ženy omezeny ve svém ústavním právu na život, svobodu a 

štěstí.

Aby byly ženy schopny účinně protestovat a dosáhnout změny ve svém 

nevýhodném postavení a občanských právech, bylo nutné jejich spojení. Začátky 

organizovaného hnutí za ženská práva jsou svázány s konferencí v Seneca Falls v roce 

1848, kde byla vytvořena platforma pro další postup. Ačkoliv v té době vznikaly nové 

zákony, které určitým způsobem zlepšovaly postavení žen, například Zákon o majetku 

vdaných žen z roku 1848, jiné, jako například Zákon o občanství z roku 1907 jejich 

druhořadé postavení v patriarchální společnosti potvrzovaly.

Závěrečná část  práce vysvětluje, že nespravedlivé praktiky patriarchální 

společnosti, proti kterým americké feministky bojovaly, byly velmi přesně vykresleny 

v dílech Willy Catherové. Ačkoliv Catherová nebyla politicky aktivní ve hnutí za 

ženská práva, její díla by měla být považována za politická, neboť umělecké ztvárnění 

často přináší emoce, reakce, a následně tolik potřebné změny. Jako taková pak mohou 

mít  umělecká díla vyšší efektivitu než pouhá politická prohlášení. Na základě 

různých příběhů  genderové nerovnosti v patriarchální společnosti, které Catherová 

záměrně vložila do svých děl, je možné potvrdit její důležitou roli ve “věci všech 

žen”.Pokud budeme souhlasit s tím, že prvním krokem ke svobodě je uvědomění si 

vlastní podřízenosti, pak díla Willy Catherové s jejími silnými hrdinkami, čtená 

obyčejnými, prostými ženami tyto ženy nemohla oslabit, ale pouze posílit.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Willa Sibert Cather (1873-1947) is nowadays regarded as one of the most 

important U.S. regional writers. She become famous for her partly autobiographical 

novels, and her realistic and detailed depiction of hard life of the first settlers in the 

area of the “West”, or as it is called today, the Mid-west. Her best known novels, My 

Ántonia and O Pioneers! deal with the hardships of Czech and Norwegian 

immigrants, the first people who farmed vast lands of American prairies west of the 

Mississippi river. 

Cather often modeled her fictional characters on real people she encountered 

during her childhood and teenage years, using their life-stories as a backbone for her 

narrative. In her fiction, special attention is paid to women characters (who are 

frequently protagonists as well), and the fact that many of them are of Czech origin  is 

fascinating. Cather's works,  written and published for the first time in the first third of 

twentieth century, are set in and cover the historical period of 1860-1910.  Her choice 

of central heroine – a strong minded, dominant woman, brave enough to pursue her 

dreams in inhospitable surroundings, was quite innovative. Previous literary fiction, 

and especially that of  Wild West, stereotypically portrayed women as weak, 

dependent, helpless beings, often peripheral characters who only served as the 

backdrop for the  heroic deeds of men.

 Although it was originally Cather's Midwestern frontier fiction that made her 

famous, her other novels, set in different parts of the U.S., are nowadays appreciated 

and taught in various cultural contexts. As has been already said, she has been 

regarded as a regional writer, a realist,  but also as a nostalgic romantic and last, but 

not least, she is referred to as a feminist or a lesbian writer. Based on Cather's novels 

and short stories  that give space to  unusual, strong heroines, combined with  her 

negative attitude towards the only possible scenarios for female identity in the 

nineteenth century that of  wife and  mother, her connection with the women's 

movement would be logical. Paradoxically this is not the case. In reality, Cather 

scorned women's suffrage and distanced herself from the women's rights movement. 

1



This thesis  deals with this discrepancy, and with  the question why  Willa 

Cather would have been against the women's rights movement, while at the same time 

willingly inserting independent women into her fiction. However, the most important 

part of the  thesis will be be a careful analysis of some of Cather's women's characters 

and the seemingly peculiar choices they make during their  lifetime.  Decisions and 

actions made by Cather's  heroines, concerning marriage, relationships, children, 

finances and other domestic and economic issues  might sometimes seem quite bizarre 

and illogical. Most often,  women characters' conduct could be easily justified, or 

rather explained by human irrationality when dealing with  intensive feelings and 

emotions. However, if  we put the same conduct and decisions into a perspective of 

gendered economic relations and the legal system of  nineteenth century patriarchal 

America, they suddenly become very rational. 

Analyzing women in Cather's fiction will bring together the two issues 

mentioned above, supporting the main argument: although Cather felt a strong 

antipathy towards the women's rights movement, and believed its agenda useless, her 

women characters, which she herself constructed and endowed with life including 

conditions surrounding them, prove that change in their status was  necessary. 

As for methodology, this work,  supporting its the argument, makes use of 

three diverse subjects. The first covers American law system, explaining  the 

significance and implications of particular laws, which is an important background 

knowledge for understanding  social and political status of women during the 

nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries.  The next  employs relevant 

personal experiences of real people, and is based on my own research of historical 

documents, court records and official period manuscripts. Most of the materials used 

and quoted in this work come from  the collections of The Iowa Women's Archives 

and The State Historical Society of Iowa, both located in Iowa City, Iowa. The last 

subject consists of arguments, evidence, and surveys obtained from eligible critical 

works, government publications and journals. The combination of these three 

segments creates a foundation which enables  an examination and comprehension of 

Cather and her heroines from a specific point of view, putting them into a larger 
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context of  U.S. history.

Chapter 1 of this work explains background of  problematic relationship 

between Willa Cather and her critics, as well as between Cather and the U.S. 

feminists. Also, it points out the contradictory attitude of some critics towards her 

fictional characters – the strong women heroines. In Chapter 2, diversity of Cather's 

women characters will be discussed, together with the facts about genderly divided 

U.S. society. Relevant parts of The English  Common Law which  influenced the 

nineteenth and twentieth century women's lives (and therefore also Cather's heroines), 

would be  explained. Basic information about the women's emancipation movement 

as a response to women's inferior, second-class-citizen position will be supplied.

Chapter 3  deals in  detail with problematic issues of  US women's legal status. 

The selection of the issues discussed in this work have been done with respect to the 

problems which Cather had chosen to surround her heroines. It will be shown in 

which ways  were  Cather's women abridged in  their constitutional rights to life, 

liberty and the pursuit of happiness. Specific examples of marriage, work, property 

and possible divorce, as described  in  Cather's narratives, will be put into the context 

of the contemporary women's social and political rights.

The last chapter explains the crucial points of women's rights movement 

agenda. As well, it draws attention to the fact that  the unfair patriarchal practices and 

various cases of injustice challenged by feminists were also portrayed in plots and 

subplots of  Cather's fiction. At the end, chapter 4 answers the question if Willa 

Cather's writing and her strong women heroines empowered or weakened women in 

general. 

1.1. Willa Cather,  the Unconventional Woman and Artist 

Since Cather is regarded as one of the most autobiographical American 

writers, it might be expected that our knowledge of her, as a person, would be 

complete. However, aside from  the well known biographical information, a limited 

number of interviews  and allusions hidden in her published work,  there are  still 

many secrets and mysteries  surrounding her life.

3



If other writers left an abundance of their personal correspondence, written 

records and other evidence demonstrating their experiences, opinions, and 

relationships, Willa Cather, unfortunately, is not one of them. Always refusing to 

discuss her private life, she destroyed, before her death, most of  her paper 

possessions; and in her will, she absolutely forbid the publishing of her letters,  should 

any of them  be found among her corespondents. Nowadays,  qualified scholars can 

see and examine whatever was left from her correspondence, but direct quotation is 

still forbidden. 

One of the issues that has been repeatedly discussed is Cather's possible 

lesbianism. The truth about her sexual orientation might seem superfluous, since it is 

her art that should be in the center of attention, but in Cather' case, this knowledge is 

relevant. What is at stake is an explanation of her  ambiguous attitude towards 

women, and also possibly the significance of her heroines, who, as different women 

insisting on their autonomy, are often regarded  as symbols of  U.S. feminism. The 

fact  that Cather distanced herself from the women's rights movement complicates the 

situation even more. “She [Cather] ridiculed feminists and other women writers so 

habitually that critics have recently wondered if  the concept of female misogyny 

might not apply to her,”1 wrote Sharon O' Brian in 1993.

Nevertheless, Cather was a creator of a new type of heroines, the  strong, 

independent, almost mythical Earth Mother beings. These women characters  became 

a much needed counterweight to the celebrated masculine heroes,  stereotypically 

known as  the “conquerors of the Wild West”. In accordance with  the nineteenth-

century U.S. ethos, it was these men alone, exploring and taming the frontier 

wilderness, who “won the West and handed over to the nation more than vast lands.”2 

Cather, writing in first half of the 20th century, was one of the first artists  to start 

exposing historic reality,  inserting women as serious subjects  into  her fiction. Until 

then, women in the  western narratives appeared entirely as a background for the 

heroic deeds of male characters, and as such, Anne M. Butler observes, their character 

1 Sharon O' Brien, ed., New Essays  on My  Ántonia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993) 
117.
2 Clyde A. Milner, et al., The Oxford History of American West (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1996)774.
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repertoire was very limited. The  literary portrayal presented females either  as “good 

women”, who were typically white, middle-class and usually married, or “bad 

women”, such as prostitutes, dance-hall girls and female outlaws.3 The unsentimental 

portrayal of life on the wild unsettled prairies, and the tough pioneer women as the 

main protagonists, brought Cather a wide appreciation, recognizing her as one of the 

most important regional writers4. 

During the twentieth century, the boom of unconventional regional novels 

brought about a new, alternative set of character types and values, and has been, 

acknowledged  by critics and scholars as a crucial source for the development of 

many different, yet equally significant American identities.  For example,  Charles L. 

Crow respects each regional novel as  unique, evoking a sense of belonging and a 

spirit of place. Arguing that   regional writing helped Americans realize their nation's 

composition of discrete and complex subcultures, he concludes: “Without 

understanding the literature of regions, it is difficult to understand larger issues of 

American culture and literature.”5 

Cather's partially autobiographical novels  conveying nontraditional women's 

life stories, were exactly those which Pryse and Fetterley perceived as missing from 

the canonical literature, and later found hidden in the regional writing: 

Canonical American literature and culture almost exclusively 
tell the stories of boys growing up; bonding between young 
men;  [...]men's  travels,  interests,  obsessions,  hopes,  and 
dreams for America; and men's images of what women want 
and  what  the  “American  girl”  should  become.  While  these 
stories  have  created  much  of  what  we  understand  as 
American, we believe that American culture is impoverished 
by the imbalance,  even the surfeit  of “heroic” stories about 
men and boys [...]6

Cather's heroines Ántonia  Shimerda, Lena Lingard, Alexandra Bergson, or 

Lea Kronberg could serve as examples of new, triumphant women characters who do 

3 Milner, 776.
4 Nowadays, she has her steady place  among Mark Twain, Jack London and William Faulkner.
5 Charles Crow, ed., A Companion to the Regional Literatures of America (Oxford: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2003) 2.
6 Judith Fetterley and Marjorie Pryse, Writing out of Place, Regionalism, Women, and American 
Literary Culture (Chicago: The University of Illinois Press, 2003) 30.
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not have to tie their life happiness to relationships to men, and are interesting enough 

to become crucial figures of the narrative themselves. “Under cover of regionalism 

[…] women writers explored the territory of women's lives. Their essential agenda in 

the era of the new woman was to map the geography of their gender”7 notes Cecilia 

Tichi. In case of Cather's farming novels, she also brought into  existence a new 

concept, the “strong heroine –  peripheral man”. Performing a radical shift concerning 

the gender role stereotype “weak women – strong man”, Cather placed her heroines 

into the extra-domestic spheres of men, and allowed them to devote their lives and 

energy to something larger than their expected and undervalued domestic work.

Cather's successful challenge of the  stereotypical hero of the West, and her 

ability to draw a  different picture of female characters than had been  portrayed  in 

canonical American literature before, brought her wide recognition.  At the beginning 

of the twentieth century, when her first four novels8 were published, H.L. Mencken 

and other critics (H.W. Boynton, Randolph Bourne) acknowledged her work   as 

“something American literature had not seen before.”9 

Surprisingly, at the same time, the woman who in a literary world 

successfully challenged male heroes and their supremacy, replacing them with bright, 

strong and self-reliant women, did not have, in her real life, a very high opinion of 

women.   She exempted herself from their group and, identifying with males, she 

ferociously mocked other writers of the female sex. In 1895, she declared: 

Sometimes I wander why God ever entrusts [literary] talent in 
the hands of women, they usually make such infernal mess of 
it.[...] Has any woman ever really had the art instinct, the art 
necessity? […] If I see the announcement of a new book by a 
woman, I – well, I take one by a man instead […] I prefer to 
take no chances when I read.10 

Her attacks on Kate Chopin's The Awakening, published in 1899,  and the four-year- 

long period of  borrowed male identity, when the adolescent Willa transformed 

herself  into  “William”,  are likewise well documented.

7 Fetterley and Pryse,  Writing out of Place, Regionalism, Women, and American Literary Culture, 13. 
8 Alexander's Bridge  in 1912, O Pioneers! 1913, The Song of the Lark 1915 and My  Ántonia 1918.
9 Crow, 513.
10 Joan Acocella, Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism (Lincoln and London: University of 
Nebraska Press, 2000) 39.
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Cather's contradictory relationship to the women writers is one of the subjects 

in Judith  Butler's Bodies That Matter11. Using Cather's My Ántonia and its unusual 

narrating strategy when one narrator, in the novel known only as “I”, presents 

memories of another, Jim Burden, Butler argues that Cather wants to ensure a greater 

credibility of the story. Using Jim, the  anonymous “I” narrator and Cather are, 

according to Butler, cast aside: “ Indeed, this is a fraudulent gift, an apparent sacrifice, 

in which a feminine authorship appears to yield in favor of a masculine one […].”12 

The reason for Cather's conduct Butler sees in her idealization of male authors: “If 

Cather's texts often appear to idealize masculine authorship through a displaced 

identification, it may be that the displacement of identification is the very condition 

for the possibility of her fiction.”13

 Cather  disparaged women's intellect and aptitude in general, believing most 

women to be men's inferior. As Frances W. Kaye emphasizes, Cather could never 

“shake her early identification of autonomy as a good for only a few females and her 

devaluation of ordinary women who in her vision did not achieve such autonomy 

[…].”14  Assuming that only men were serious and  gifted enough to pursue an artistic 

or academic career, she identified herself with them, thinking  about it as the only 

possible way. At the same time, she could not (or did not want to) imagine the same 

achievement as hers for other women, and therefore regarded the organized  women's 

rights movements as ridiculous and unnecessary.  

The problem of such beliefs lies in the  fact  that by condemning women as 

incompetent in the artistic and academic worlds,  Cather was blaming the victim. 

Women, restricted in their social and political advancement by a strictly patriarchal 

society, could hardly compete with men without receiving the proper education and 

support of their autonomy from  U.S. legislation.  It was only their persistent 

collective pressure that enabled them to achieve the right to live  an independent life 

and enjoy the same  conditions for their personal development as men. Furthermore, 

many historians such as Sharon O' Brian, Laura Winters, and E.D. Brown have 

11 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter (New York: Routledge, 1993).
12 Butler, 148.
13 Butler, 149.
14 Frances W. Kaye, Isolation and Masquerade  (New York: Peter Lang, 1993) 25.
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pointed out that Cather, unlike other women, was privileged, being born into a 

progressive family and escaping restrictive gender relations. Her individual access to 

education,  subsequent economic independence and autonomous position in society 

thus could not be compared with the majority of  the nineteenth-century  girls and 

women who had to cope with rigid gender principles.        

Although Cather insisted that  gender was not psychologically powerful or 

culturally meaningful, pointing out that “being a  girl, never damaged her ambitions to 

be a pope or an emperor,” 15 her own teenage and adult conduct proves the opposite. 

However, having ambitions and a real acquisition of the objective are two different 

things. The goal she wanted to achieve, artistic brilliance and success, was, according 

to contemporary Victorian ideology and social practice, designated for men. Her 

William Cather period proves that fourteen-year-old Willa already understood the 

gender limitation of her sex and willingly decided not to submit to the Victorian 

gender restrictions. Judith Butler in Bodies That Mater implies: 

If gender is the social construction of sex, and if there is no 
access to this “sex” except by means of its construction, then it 
appears not only that sex is absorbed by gender, but that “sex” 
becomes  something  like  a  fiction,  perhaps  a  fantasy, 
retroactively installed at a pre-linguistic site to which there is 
no direct access.16   

Willa Cather's oscillation between the two genders and two sexes, and her 

deprecatory opinions about the artistic abilities of  women bring us back to the 

previously discussed issue of her sexual orientation. “'Dangerous Crossing'; it's 

painted on signboards all over the world!”17 The quotation from Cather's “Tom 

Outland's Story” anticipates Butlers statement, in which she admits that it is not easy 

to know how to read gender or sexuality in Cather's fiction, since “she has appeared 

not to place herself in a legible relation to women or lesbianism.”18 

If we consider Cather a heterosexual,  then there is just one  explanation for 

her devaluation of other aspiring women artists' work.  Unfortunately, the 

15 O' Brian,  New Essays  on My  Ántonia, 116.
16 Butler,  5.
17 Butler, 143.
18 Butler, 143.
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interpretation of her severe antipathy towards other creative women, together with her 

rejection of  the women's rights movement,  does not come out as very flattering. 

Taking advantage of her own luck when born into a freethinking family, Cather was, 

by scorning the women's rights movement, denying to other, not so fortunate women, 

their right to autonomy.  Keeping the mass of possibly competent and successful 

women in their inferior, dependent position served as good prevention for potential 

competition.  If feminists succeeded in challenging the male establishment, Cather's 

exclusivity and privileged position, as one of a few woman writers in the Kingdom of 

Arts,  would be challenged as well.  Realizing this context does not question Willa 

Cather's   distinguished writing, but rather completes her portrait, exposing  her as an 

extremely egoistic woman, with an almost pathological feeling of her own self-

importance.

Nevertheless, if she was a lesbian, and longed for an intimate relationship with 

a woman,  the interpretation of her attitudes and proclamations would lead us to draw 

a different conclusion.  During her lifetime (1873-1947), a  homosexuality was 

socially unacceptable, making Cather's position quite difficult. Touching, kissing, or 

sharing a bed,  which  used to be regarded as an innocent part of a female friendship 

intimacy,  came to be perceived as sexual behavior, and was therefore stigmatized. 

“Given Cather's self-consciousness of the 'deviance' involved in female friendships 

and the sense of otherness she thus derived from her lesbianism, it is virtually 

inevitable that she would see herself as quantitatively different from other women,”19 

reasons Kaye. 

It is not surprising that in the patriarchal society, where due to the  gender 

division of spheres,  education, art, power, sexuality and independence were 

considered male properties, while domesticity, dependence, purity and submissiveness 

characterized females, Cather would identify  herself with men. Preferring 

independence, regarding her writing as the most important thing in her life, and 

disposing with other characteristics intended in Victorian society for the  men 

(including sexual desire for females), she  could have believed that she was not a true 

woman. The next step – withdrawing from her   “real” women's gender group, and 

19 Kaye, 186.
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leaving them to their assigned  domestic sphere and “female” characteristics, would 

be logical. Conforming to the strict patriarchal separation of the worlds of men and 

women would be Cather's last step. Feeling different from other women would also 

explain Cather's individualism and her identification with men, as the only solution to 

her problematic gender affiliation at that time. The mass women's movement would 

then embody her enemy, threatening to  destroy what she cherished  the most: the 

primarily masculine Kingdom of Art.

Recently, based on   rigorous research and thorough studies of  her surviving 

correspondence, relationships and published works, it has been agreed (Jane Rule, 

Sharon O' Brien, Patrick Shaw,  Francis W. Kaye or Phyllis Robinson), that Willa 

Cather should be considered a lesbian and a lesbian writer20. 

1.2. Cather's Unique and Common Women

As has been implied in the previous subchapter, Cather's strong heroines  are 

exceptional rather than common women. Their uniqueness might be perceived from 

two different points of view. The first one regards as a  fault the  fact that Cather's 

heroines are not exemplary, and the  critics  who were aware of Cather's  belief that 

only exceptional women deserve  recognition and autonomy have commented on it. 

For example, Frances Kaye declares that Cather's portrait of the young woman as an 

artist (which would include Thea Kronberg, Alexandra Bergson, Lena Lingard, 

Ántonia Shimerda, but also Marian Forrester),  involves the devaluation of ordinary 

women, and the implication is not that most women do have the will and talent to rise 

above their circumstances, but just the opposite.21  Similarly, Patrick Shaw, in his 

1992 work Willa Cather and the Art of Conflicts, believes that Cather was divided 

between her loyalty to herself, as an artist and a lesbian, and her conditional respect 

for the teaching of the Nebraska patriarchy.22 Feminist critics, such as Robert J. 

Nelson, went even farther. In his 1988 Willa Cather and France, he argued that Cather 

20 The detailed description of  research and  analysis  of various historians and critics on this subject 
can be found for example in Introduction in Frances W. Kaye's work Isolation and Masquerade (New 
York: Peter Lang, 1993) pp 1-7 , or in Joan Acocella's Willa Cather and the Politics of Criticism  
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 2000) Chapter 6, 45-65.
21 Kaye, 94.
22 Acocella, 55.
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was torn between the “phallocentric hegemony” and a “vaginocentric” one.23 Kaye in 

Isolation and Masquerade concludes: 

But just as her [Cather's] seeing herself as separate from other 
women involved psychic costs for Cather, reading the stories 
of  the  heroines  as  essentially  realistic  portrayals  of  great 
women involves psychic and social costs for the reader. The 
female  reader  is  asked  to  identify  with  Alexandra  and  to 
repudiate  heterosexual  passion,  to  identify  with  Thea  and 
repudiate the concerns of other women.24

The other point of view, its proponents argue, is that although  Cather's 

heroines are not exemplary, their conduct and triumphs could be a motivation, rather 

then discouragement, for other women. Danielle Russel in Between the Angle and the 

Curve suggests that in Cather's strong heroines, we can find a fusion of masculine and 

feminine traits, which breaks the strict gender division and therefore reinforces 

women in general.25   Marilee Lindeman in her essay “'It Ain't My Prairie': Gender, 

Power, and Narrative in My  Ántonia” explains that Cather always looked for 

characters strong enough to attract the attention of readers who were interested in 

“boy's books”: “Cather sought to formulate a model of creativity rooted in the 

womanly 'gift of sympathy' but she seems always to have doubted that 'sympathy' was 

a weapon of sufficient power in the battle between “boy's books” and “girl's 

books”.”26 

The author of this thesis believes that Cather's work empowers women, and 

the fact that she occasionally inserted her negative opinions about the organized 

women's rights organizations into her fiction,27 cannot belittle her significance. Even 

if we do not regard Cather as a political writer, her heroines, stepping outside  their 

women's sphere and doing well, show the artificiality of gender division. In the 

characters of her women, Cather synthesizes both masculine (endurance, strength of 

will, creativity) and feminine (love, nurturance, compassion) attributes. 

23 Acocella, 55.
24 Kaye, 187.
25 Danielle Russel, Between the Angle and the Curve ( New York: Routledge, 2006) 183.
26 O'Brian,  New Essays  on My  Ántonia,128.
27 In  My  Ántonia, Jim Burden's wife is depicted as negative character, active in the suffrage 

organization. Also, annoying Mrs. Livery Jackson in The Song of the Lark is introduced as a 
member of WCTU – Woman's Christian Temperance Union, one of the first suffrage organizations.
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 Although Cather's heroines, living in the patrilineal organization, still have to 

use their patronymic names, their new identity which Cather gives them  allows them 

to step out of what Butler calls “phallic control”.  Explanation of  this term which  is 

in other words the social pact based on the Law of the Father,  Butler offers in  Bodies 

That Matter: 

[…]  the  Law  of  the  Father,  a  patrilineal  organization  that 
implies that it is patronymic names that endure over time, as 
nominal  zones  of  phallic  control.  […]  For  women,  then, 
propriety  is  achieved  through  having  a  changeable  name, 
through the exchange of names, which means that the name is 
never  permanent,  and  that  the  identity  secured  through  the 
name is always dependent on the social exigencies of paternity 
and marriage. Expropriation is thus the condition of identity 
for women.28 

Creating strong, self-reliant women characters, Cather does not reject the 

patrilineal organization,  but as a narrator and a woman, she rather transforms it, 

making thus space for a new content and her new women.  As a result, she can 

subsequently furnish her heroines with another identity apart from their husbands and 

fathers.

Example of this transformation could be found  in My  Ántonia in the scene 

when Jim Burden couples his writings about his childhood friend, originally called “ 

Ántonia”, with the possessive “My”.  By doing that, Judith Butler suggests that Jim is 

rendering explicit what is usually implied by missing patronym.29 Considering Jim's 

outburst when articulating his attachment to  Ántonia: “ I'd have liked to have you for 

a sweetheart, or a wife, or my mother or my sister – anything a woman can be to a 

man. […] You really are a part of me.”30, Butler's argument appears to be valid. 

However, Jim's statement also shows that  instead of patronizing Ántonia and 

employing his manly  authority over her, he s able to identify with her and with all the 

diverse roles of a woman. Besides the women's  identities within and  out of the 

patrilineal social structures, Cather also grants her women characters the liberty to 

organize their lives according to their own individual wishes and by that,  she 

28 Butler, 153.
29 Butler, 154.
30 Willa Cather, My Ántonia (New York: Dover Publications,1994) 152.
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motivates a large group of ordinary women. 

Women protagonists in  Cather's fiction  could be all regarded as creative 

beings, and according to the subject of their creativity, it is possible to divide them 

into two distinct  groups.  The first group could be called “external creators”, and 

consists of self-reliant, hard-working and strong women, whose  cultivation of land, 

the building of a prosperous farm, or establishing a successful business became their 

work of art. In this thesis, they are represented by Alexandra Bergson in O 

Pioneers!31,  Ántonia Shimerda, Lena Lingard, Tiny Soderball and  Frances Harling in 

My Ántonia. David Stouck, in Willa Cather's Imagination, identifies them as “strong 

creative beings who not only guarantee the survival of the race but also the survival of 

man's most fundamental and cherished values.”32

The second group, the “internal creators”, are attractive, charming, and  fine 

ladies, whose works of art are they themselves. Their lives and artistry are dedicated 

to the creation of a beautiful artifact – a subtle lady. They will be  exemplified by 

Marian Forrester in A Lost Lady33, Myra Henshaw in My Mortal Enemy34 and  Victoria 

Templeton in Old Mrs. Harris35. According to Stouck, the response to this group of 

women is erotic, and although they are “spoiled, self-indulgent women, [...] their 

vanity and gay artifice are always an irresistible mystery and excitement.”36

Marie Shabata  in O Pioneers! and Mrs. Harris in  Old Mrs. Harris, who will 

be subjects of this paper as well, alternate between the two groups, combining 

characteristics of both.

In order to connect these strong, exceptional  heroines with “common 

women”,  Cather makes use of  their  feminine attributes. For example, in Alexandra's 

or Ántonia's case, such an attribute is the way they treat nature and  land. While the 

men  in Western fiction “conquer”, “subdue” or “tame” the Virgin Land, for Cather's 

women,  nature represents a rudimentary substance or maternal entity. Instead of 

31 Willa Cather, O Pioneers! (New York: Bantam Dell, 2008).
32 David Stouck, Willa Cather's Imagination (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1975) 58.
33 Willa Cather, A Lost Lady ( New York: Vintage Classics Edition, 1990).
34 Willa Cather, My Mortal Enemy (New York: Vintage Classics Edition, 1990).
35 Judith Fetterley and Marojrie Pryse, American Women Regionalists 1850-1910 (New York: 

W.W.Norton & Company, 1992) 597-638.
36 Stouck, 58.
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fighting it, Alexandra and Ántonia use their love and care to connect and become one 

with it. In My Ántonia, Jim Burden describes his walk with Ántonia through her 

flourishing orchard:

Ántonia kept stopping to tell me about one tree and another. “I 
love them as if they were people.[...]We planted every one, 
and used to carry water for them too – after we'd been working 
in the fields all day. Anton, he was a city man, and he used to 
get discouraged. But I could n't feel so tired that I would n't 
fret about these trees when there was a dry time. They were on 
my mind like children. Many a night after he was asleep I've 
got up and come out and carried water to the poor things”.37

Alexandra, unlike her father for whom land was “like a horse that no one 

knows how to break to harness,”38 does not want to tame or dominate it. Instead, she 

regards her interaction with land as an act of love: “For the first time, perhaps, since 

that land emerged from the waters of geologic ages, a human face was set toward it 

with love and yearning. It seemed beautiful to her [Alexandra], rich and strong and 

glorious.”39 By connecting men's and women's conventional properties,  Cather has 

created archetypal figures of heroic women: the far-sighted homesteader and the earth 

mother40. 

Examples of  Cather's bonding with common women in the cases of her 

protagonists from the group of  “internal creators” would be redundant. These 

heroines completely conformed to their female gender role, that was assigned  to them 

by  nineteenth-century  patriarchal society. Although possibly of different social class 

than the majority of U.S. women, their domestic and political status given by 

American law was the same. Their  bond with other women across all social classes 

was  called English Common Law. This law, the  backbone of the U.S. patriarchal 

society and its legislation, will be dealt with in detail in the next chapter. 

37 Cather, My Ántonia, 161.
38 Cather, O Pioneers!, 14.
39 Cather, O Pioneers!, 42.
40 Crow, 220.
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Chapter 2:  Baron et Femme: The English Common Law

In her essay collection Blood, Bread and Poetry: Selected prose 1979-1985 

Adrienne Rich identifies an important paradigm with the sentence: “I need to 

understand how a place on the map is also a history within which as  a woman, as a 

Jew, as a lesbian, a feminist I am created and trying to create.”41  Every individual, 

however independent and liberal-minded, is always influenced, consciously or not,  in 

their development and life by the conditions surrounding them. They can conform to 

them, ignore them or fight them, but in any case, these circumstances form – “create” 

in Rich's words – a complex of attributes that determines their  actions and reactions. 

In case of  Willa Cather's heroines, such  “places on the map” including  geographical 

area in which they reside,  their social class,  religion and their ancestor's  country of 

origin, varies diametrically.

2.1. The Diversity of Cather's Heroines

In five Cather's works this thesis works with, the  primary protagonists hail 

from different countries (Bohemia, Sweden, Ireland),  as well as different states of the 

United States (Nebraska, Tennessee, Colorado, Illinois). Some of the works cover 

almost the whole protagonist's life (Alexandra Bergson, Marie Shabata, Ántonia 

Shimerda, Myra Driscoll), while others offer only a few months or years long insight 

into their lives (Victoria Templeton, Mrs. Harris, Marian Forrester).

 In O Pioneers!, Alexandra Bergson is the daughter of poor Norwegian 

immigrants and spends her life on a farm in rural Nebraska. Self-reliant and 

hardworking, she successfully manages her own farm. Satisfied with her life as an 

independent, single woman, in her forties, she finally marries.  Marie 

Tovesky/Shabata was brought to America as a little girl, when her parents, Bohemian 

farmers, decided to try their luck in the New World. Married to violent, selfish man, 

she becomes a subdued and  unhappy farm wife. Bound for life to her husband, she 

has no chance to  challenge her  situation and in the end, she pays for her attempt to 

41 Adrienne Cecile Rich, Blood, Bread and Poetry: Selected prose 1979-1985 ( London: Virago Press, 
1987) 212.
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break free and be happy with another man.

My  Ántonia offers a similar set of women – Scandinavian and Bohemian 

daughters of poor immigrants who arrived in the  Midwest to farm the land, and 

possibly secure a better life for their children. Some of the daughters,  for instance 

Lena Lingard and Tiny Soderball,  grew up experiencing the tough conditions typical 

for the first settlers at the frontier, and as adults, they become independent business-

women. They voluntarily choose not to marry, refusing a married wife vassal status 

and never-ending drudgery. Others, such as Ántonia Shimerda, decide to accept and 

align with the expected gender role of the time, and become a hard-working farm wife 

and mother. Blessed with a kind, considerate husband, Ántonia's  life is toilsome, but 

happy.

In My Mortal Enemy,  Myra Driscoll/ Henshaw  is, compared to the immigrant 

farmer's daughters,  a woman of a very different  background.  Born in America, she 

grows up in the luxury of her great uncle's Southern Illinois mansion. Although an 

orphan with Irish roots, she became the apple of the eye of her bachelor great uncle, 

and  enjoyed the privileged position of  a town beauty. Marrying her teenage 

sweetheart and eloping with him to New York City, she becomes dependent on him 

for her living conditions, wealth and resources. Although proud and used to a life of 

luxury, the now-vulnerable Myra has to tolerate her husband's infidelity, and later an 

abrupt fall in  social class.

   In A Lost Lady, Cather does not give us much direct information about 

Marian Ormsby/Forrester and  her roots, however, from the text it could be deduced 

that she was from well-to-do middle class family, being a good match for a “gaudy 

young millionaire of the Gold Coast.”42 In marrying the aging Captain Forrester, she 

joins to the “railroad aristocracy”43 and spends half  of every year in fancy Denver and 

Colorado Springs resorts. For the rest of the year,  a fading railroad town on the 

Western plains, Sweet Water,  is her home. Marian is a typical product of the strictly 

divided U.S. society, where men control wealth and the means of production, while 

42 Cather, A Lost Lady, 141.
43 “Railroad aristocracy”- people who made their fortune with development of railroad system in 19th 

century West. Contractors, managers, vice-presidents, etc.
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most of the women can only dispose of  it through their marriage with men. 

Mr. Harris and her daughter Victoria in Old Mrs. Harris are Americans of  old 

stock – Southern ladies who originally lived in a big, comfortable, and  traditional 

middle class house in Tennessee. After Victoria's marriage to a promising Southern 

gentleman, Mr. Templeton,  they both become subjects of his control, including 

economic control, of the family. When he decides to move West in the vain hope that 

it will help his business, Victoria and Mrs. Harris end up in a tiny, crowded rental 

house in a small Colorado town. Accustomed to a Southern  lifestyle and society 

structure, they are not very happy in the  developing frontier town, with its “snappy 

little Western democracy.”44  Sentenced to stay, without any chance to interfere with 

Mr. Templeton's decisions, they  do their best to deal with challenging conditions.

As can be seen,  although Cather's women live their adult lives in the same 

time period (plots of all the novels mentioned above are set between years 1880  and 

1915), they do not have common background.  What connects them is that they are all 

strong women who have clear ideas of what their lives should be like, and they try to 

accomplish it.  Some of the choices (marriage, leaving or not leaving the place are 

where they grew up) are theirs, but others (number of children, place where they have 

to follow and live with their husbands, financial decisions) are not.  A major 

stipulation that Cather does not explicitly  mention in her writing but which influences 

her heroines' lives, is firmly rooted in the circumstances surrounding many of the 

choices of the  19th century  women.  It is a precondition that none of her characters or 

women in general could escape  and  had to conform to: English Common Law.  This 

law, often referred to as just Common Law,   was in force from the arrival of the   first 

Europeans  on the East coast. For more than three hundred years,  it permeated both 

private and public areas of American life. Since this jurisprudence  crucially restricted 

women's individuality, its main assumptions  and consequences should be examined. 

2.2.The Effect of Common Law on the Social Position of Married Women

The Common Law of England, originally a fundamental law system of 

English speaking colonists, was incorporated into the judicature of  the United States 

44 Cather, Old Mrs. Harris, 618.
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upon the adoption of the U.S. Federal Constitution in 178745. It is necessary to say, 

that although in force throughout the whole of the United States, every state had a 

slightly different version with  many  modifications. Also, because  Common Law 

was strongly discriminating on the base of gender, it has been, mostly due to the 

diligent work of women's movement, constantly step by step  superseded by other 

statute laws. It is therefore not possible to follow every deviation, alteration  or 

change in every U.S. State, and only the principal  sections of the law will be 

discussed. This paper will use Iowa to illustrate an example of Common Law, as Iowa 

is a typical  Midwestern state. The Midwest  provides the setting for a great number of 

Cather's novels, and Iowa is, according to the historian Ruth A. Gallaher, “[…] fairly 

typical of the northern States in its treatment of women.”46  

 In its origins,  Common Law was a domestic law, addressing  legal liaisons 

and property rights within a family, especially between a husband and wife. Due to its 

imbalance based on gender, personal implications leaked into civic and political areas 

as well, and the distinction between the  status of a single and a married woman was 

striking. A single woman was entitled almost  the same  level of civil rights as a man; 

by contrast, a  married woman lost her civic identity. From feme solo, who  could own 

property, make valid contracts and assume other financial obligations, a woman 

turned into a feme covert, who became legally invisible, “covered” by her husband. 

Common Law viewed married couples as one person, represented by the husband.

What exactly happened when a free individual, an American woman, married 

another free individual, an American man? Historian Linda Kerber explains: 

A married  woman  was  understood  to  be  'covered'  by  her 
husband's civic identity, as though they were walking together 
under an umbrella that the husband held. There were relatively 
few constraints on what he could do with her body and her 
property […] The rules of the coverture made it seem logical 
that fathers be the guardians of the children and that husbands 
manage  the  property  that  wives  brought  to  marriage  and 
earned during it. So long as she was married, she could not 

45 The Louisiana Territory purchased by the U.S. in 1803 had been ruled by French and Spanish law 
and the States of Louisiana, Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, Idaho, Nevada, California and Washington 
did not apply the system of coverture.
46 Ruth A. Gallaher, Legal and political Status of Women in Iowa (Iowa City: The State Historical 
Society of Iowa, 1918) ix.
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make a contract without his permission; she could not make a 
will until she was a widow.47

Losing civic identity went hand in hand with losing  control of  property, even 

though it was in woman's exclusive possession before the marriage. In Tyler's 

Commentaries on the Law of Infancy and Coverture, the act of a wife being stripped 

of her ownership rights is described almost romantically,  as an  “absolute gift to the 

husband of the goods, chattels and personal estate of which the wife was actually or 

beneficially possessed at the time of the marriage, and of all such as shall come to her 

during coverture.”48 Once married,  a woman could not, without the  consent of her 

husband,  sell or will the  property that originally belonged to her.   Similarly,  under 

the system of coverture, even personal possessions owned by a woman before the 

marriage, such as her jewelry, furniture or clothing, could be taken for the husband's 

debts and sold. Only a very small portion  of the wife's  personal clothing and jewelry, 

known as her 'paraphernalia' were spared and granted to her. Also, if a  wife was able 

to earn some income out of the household, her  husband was entitled to collect her 

wages. The husband, on the other hand,  had to accept, at the time of his marriage, 

certain responsibilities, the most importantly to “support his wife and children in a 

manner consistent with his position in life.”49

Common Law did not end with material property. In Common Law, men were 

also in control of their wives bodies.  The notion of that a husband and wife were one 

person in a marriage meant people did not consider sexual coercion within  marriage 

as of a rape. In fact, forced sexual intercourse by a spouse was not banned until 1978, 

when a statute prohibiting such intercourse was passed in New York State.50 Besides 

having free sexual access to the wife's body, a husband was at the same time legally 

entitled to her love, affection, company and housekeeping services.  If he chose, he 

could keep her home against her will,  forbid her relatives from visiting her,  and  if 

47 Linda K. Kerber, Jane Sherron De Hart and Cornelia Huges Dayton, eds, Women's America (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2011)148.
48 Gallaher, 5.
49 Gallaher, 9.
50 Raquel Kennedy Bergen, Wife Rape: Understanding the Response of Survivors and Service 
Providers (Thousand Oaks, California: Sage Publications, 1996)150.
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necessary, even physically chastise her, providing that he “did not use a stick larger 

than his  thumb."51  

This reflects how patriarchal society constructed an elaborate distinction 

between the two genders, assigning men and women to strictly  separate  spheres, 

domestic and public. The two spheres were supposedly based on “natural” differences 

between men and women, and both sexes were required to succumb to the period 

gender expectations. As Danielle Russel reasons, “feminine behavior” is not simply 

the by-product of a womb; it is also a response to socially prescribed expectations52. 

To comply with the artificial construction of femininity,  women were supposed  to be 

the emotionally and physically weaker beings, which could be described as beautiful, 

innocent, diffident, submissive, sensitive, irrational, loving, caring, and nurturing. 

The domestic sphere was the proper place where weak, delicate women could feel 

safe, and protected from the harsh outside world. According to the Ladies Museum in 

Providence, Rhode Island, the 19th century woman was especially ill-equipped to 

venture into the world of business, where cunning, intrigue, falsehood, slander and 

vituperative violence reigned.53 Public sphere was  reserved for men and their 

masculine virtues. 

Considering  the almost absolute power of husband over his wife, it is clear 

that for some rural wives,  residing in remote areas often miles away from  the nearest 

neighbor, life with the wrong man could become an unbearable prison. However, in 

traditionally patriarchal society, such distance and isolation was often regarded as 

something desirable and advisable. Farm women could hardly contradict President 

Jefferson, who had observed and rejected the close ties of  community found in 

European villages. He insisted that women's proper work did not require social 

contact outside the home, and could be, in fact,  hindered by such distractions. In 

addition, he reasoned that ties in farming villages encouraged too much interactions 

among households, including women from separate households, and would lead to 

vices. Farmers in such villages would be less happy and less virtuous than they would 

51 Gallaher, 11.
52 Danielle Russell, Between the Angle and the Curve (New York: Routledge, 2006)5.
53 Linda Kerber, Jane Sherron de Hart, and Cornelia Hughes Dayton, eds., Women's America, 
Refocusing the Past (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011) 176.
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be living independently.54

 The private diary of Emily Gillespie provides an example of the  dismal 

position of the 19th century farm wife.  In the entry from February 3, 1878, she 

acknowledges that “ woman is but a mere tool.”55 Over thirty years, her resignation to 

her position as a rural wife and mother penetrates many of her other entries as well. 

For instance, three years later, she goes event farther, admitting that a woman is a 

“slave to man's will.”56  

Domestic violence was not rare and husbands, favored and backed up by the 

unprecedented domestic laws, were the supreme rulers. Although the  Jeffersonian 

agrarian myth and idealization of farm people have been strongly embedded in 

American culture (and still remains  a powerful ideology in political and intellectual 

discussion), it is apparent that isolated  rural women, as subjects of the same 

legislation,  could not enjoy more freedom and  happier or more virtuous life then 

their urban sisters. The pastoral beauty of the countryside did not magically turn the 

rough, rural husbands into gentle and morally better beings,  and  it would be naïve to 

expect that farm wives were spared the   problems that confronted other women .

Being trapped in an unhappy marriage, where a rural wife feels like a hopeless 

prisoner, is  poignantly described by Willa Cather in O Pioneers!: 

The years seemed to stretch before her like the land; spring, 
summer,  autumn,  winter,  spring  […]  always  the  same 
yearning, the same pulling at the chain – until the  instinct to 
live had torn itself and bled and weakened for the last time, 
until the chain secured a dead woman, who might cautiously 
be released.57

2.3.The Women's Emancipation Movement as a Response

The notion of the two separate male/female spheres,  the gendered division of 

labor by gender, and the  rigid men-women characteristics stereotypes have been 

criticized by women  more or less throughout the whole history of the European 

colonization  of America.  However, it was not until the eighteenth century, when 

54 Deborah Fink, Agrarian Women (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1992)21.
55 Judy Nolte Lensink, A Secret to Be Buried (Iowa City: University of Iowa Press, 1989) 350. 
56 Lensink, 350.
57 Cather, O Pioneers!. 158.
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different and scattered  voices appeling for gender equality  gathered some power, and 

began publicly discuss the unequal status of women. Influenced by  British activist 

Mary Wollstonecraft and her work Vindication of the Right of Women, published in 

1792,  Abigail Adams, Judith Sargent Murray, Frances Wright, Sarah and Angelina 

Grimké,  Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott  and many others 

analyzed and  openly criticized the lack of  women's political and civic  rights. 

  The common approach to the  complains  of women can be found in Charles 

Brockden Brown's fictional meditation on  women's issues, Alcuin; A Dialogue, 

published in 1798. Discussing the position of women in post-revolutionary America 

with the educated Mrs. Carter,  Alcuin agrees with her arguments, but in the end, he 

still he advocates  in favor of the established gender distinction. He believes that 

“Each sex has, I doubt not, paths of its own, into which the other must not intrude,”58 

and  keeping status quo is the best solution. Also, he is convinced that if the   system 

of values, customs and believes  based on “natural” gender  differences  underwent 

radical changes, the morals of the American people would be endangered: 

It seems to open a door to licentiousness and profligacy. […] 
All  chastity  of  mind,  perhaps,  would  perish:  a  general 
corruption of manners would ensue: and this vice would pave 
the way for the admission of a thousand others, till the whole 
nation were sunk into the state of the lowest degeneracy.59

Alcuin's argument of “natural differences” is just disguising the real subject. The 

substantial issue, as  Linda Martin Alcoff  explains, is the fact that “gender systems 

are not the legacy of nature, they are the legacy of a power struggle.”60

Keeping the status quo and thus woman's sub-ordinance to man was important 

for one more reason. Historically, the right to vote, to hold office or to sit in a jury 

was directly conditioned on holding property of a certain value. If married women 

handed their property over to their husbands (as was required by law), they basically 

handed over all their political opinions and activities as well. Not being able to vote 

made women vulnerable, dependent on men,  and legally unable to appeal their vassal 

58 Charles Brockden Brown, Alcuin; A Dialogue ( New York: Grossman Publishers, 1971) 60.
59 Brown, 86.
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status. Until 1848 and Seneca Falls  “Declaration of Sentiments”  consolidated the 

women's rights agenda, women were confined  to the influencing of men, as holders 

of political power, independently.  “The Declaration of Sentiments” assembled  by 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, is a  parable to the “Declaration of Independence”,  arguing 

that more  than half of  US citizens were not “equal” to the others,  and their life, 

liberty and pursuit of happiness were not in their own hands. Stanton's declaration 

and  its subsequent discussion made women realized that, although they were citizens 

of the United States of America, they were in fact not equal to men, being constrained 

in many of their rights as citizens. 

Bringing attention to unfair components of American law and clearly listing 

all the wrongs done to the women in favor of men,  Stanton concluded that  man has 

“endeavored, in every way that he could to destroy her confidence in her own powers, 

to lessen her self-respect, and to make her willing to lead a dependent and abject 

life.”61  In name of correction of the injustice, the  men and women presented at 

Seneca Falls convention signed the Declaration of Sentiments as the program of the 

movement, demanding that women  have immediate admission to all the rights and 

privileges they would be entitled to as citizens of  the United States. 

Unfortunately, the delay between  pointing out the unjustness of American 

patriarchal society and the achievement of  legal changes in women's civil and 

political status has been long. It took many years of diligent political work  to change 

law and custom, with  some persistent practices of coverture  not resolved until  the 

end of the twentieth century. For example “The Violence against Women Act” was 

passed in 1994, stating  that: “All persons within the United States shall have the right 

to be free form crimes of violence motivated by gender”, or the 1992 ruling from the 

U.S Supreme Court: “Women do not lose their constitutionally protected liberty when 

they marry.”62 

As has been explained and shown, the prevailing domestic and public 

arrangement  of  nineteenth century U.S. society was the dominance of men and the 

subordination of women. Before marrying, women were under the legal guardianship 

61 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 265.
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of their fathers, after marriage, their status was derived from that of their husbands. In 

the U.S., the fully autonomous person, as we understand it in a contemporary civic 

and political context, would only be  a U.S. citizen if of the proper sex: a male. 

Acknowledging this fact is essential for understanding the seemingly hidden   purport 

the  utterances of Cather's heroines.  When Jim's grandmother thinks  that Ántonia 

should spend more time working  at home rather then outside the home,   Ántonia 

protests  and confides to  Jim: “I not care that your grandmother say it makes me like 

a man. I like to be like a man.”63  In making this statement, Ántonia does not mean 

that she is unhappy that she is a woman. Neither  is she  referring to  masculine 

physiognomy, demeanor, or strength. Rather, in Ántonia's words, Cather echoes the 

impulse many women of the time were starting to feel:  they wanted to be completely 

autonomous persons, free of the constrains of the prevailing patriarchy.

63 Cather, My Ántonia, 68.
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Chapter 3: Problematic Issues in US Women's Status in Fiction and Reality

3.1. The Angel in the House: Marriage

“A woman probably experienced her greatest freedom and power as a widow 

if she had enough money to maintain her independence.”64  A distressing, but true 

statement fully reflects the twisted position into which the American women, as 

autonomous beings,  were put into, and had to deal with. Until  the twentieth century, 

an unmarried woman was a rare phenomenon, and the married one, unless blessed 

with  a progressive  and wealthy husband,  had been sentenced to drudgery,  child 

bearing and dependency. 

3.1.1. Hypothesis and Facts of the Concept of Domestic Bliss 

As soon as a girl reached her fourteenth year, she could be, with  the consent 

of a guardian, legally married. In 18th century America, it was considered  progress, 

since  the Common Law in continental England approved of twelve year old brides.65 

Entering  married life meant an ingress to a woman's proper sphere, and her  primary 

objectives were  to be become motherhood  and care of a husband. The girl's  spouse 

became the master of the house,  and she was from then on viewed as a “feme covert” 

and his helpmate. 

In the case of  women settling with their families on the Western frontier, and 

farming land that had never been ploughed before, the term “man's helpmate”  shows 

the common marginalization of women's  work.  Had they only “helped” men instead 

of doing at least half of the toil done on farms, the farming families could hardly 

survive and prosper.  Still,  from the early years of the Republic,  Jefferson's agrarian 

ideology preferred this distorted picture, and  as such, it became rooted in  American 

culture.  As Deborah Fink notices, agrarianism took only secondary and derivative 

notice of rural women, identifying them only as wives and mothers on family farms: “ 

The farm woman cleaned the house, provided food for the workers, gave birth to the 

children who eventually contribute to the farm, and comforted the farmer after his 

64 Fink, Agrarian Women, 91.
65 Gallaher, 18.
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hard day in the fields.”66Jefferson's  ideal American family consisted of  the two 

strictly separated spheres, ensuring the gendered division of labor,  and  at the centre 

of attention was a celebrated, exemplary citizen: a hard working, ambitious, and self-

reliant man, taming the prairie. However, even Jefferson himself had to admit that the 

“self-reliant” male  farmer had to be supported through the services of his wife. In a 

letter to his own daughter, Jefferson reveals the real state of affairs. As  Deborah Fink 

writes, Jefferson admonished his daughter  to focus   more attention on  her future 

needs. What were to be “her” needs? He urged that  as a future  mistress of a family 

and his companion in his old age, her education  addressing  political and social 

questions should not be her primary concern.67 If women studied, ran businesses, or 

farmed on their own, who would then, in  accordance with the Jeffersonian canonical 

ideal family,  take care of men and perform unremarkable and never-ending  domestic 

work? A woman was supposed to remain in her proper (that is domestic) sphere, and 

not to presume into a man's domain. A vigorous,  brave man and master, as a hero and 

a pillar of the family, and a weak, timid, wife as  a subordinate providing secondary 

services somewhere in the background, was to be the prevalent “natural” order. 

The  absurdity of the  position of women became intensified when the 

Jeffersonian ideal, with its pastoral image of independent, happy and virtuous farming 

families,  became the   bedrock of the American nation,  and  women became 

perceived as the  “Angel in the House.” In the era before and shortly after the Civil 

War (1861-1865),  the pervasive  cult of domesticity became a new popular ideology. 

The characteristics and values of the market place as the man's sphere were contrasted 

with the pastoral image of the house as woman's dominion.  The Angel in the House, 

a tender woman, was expected  to transform the house into a Home, and herself  into a 

personification of domestic virtues.  Jeanne Boydston explains the domestic ideal: 

Against  its  [the  man's  sphere]  callousness,  she  offered 
nurturance.  Against  its  ambition,  she  pitted  her  self-
effacement  and  the  modesty  of  her  needs.  Against  its 
materialism,  she  held  up  the  twin  shields  of  morality  and 
spiritual solace. If business was a world into which only men 
traveled and where they daily risked losing their souls, then 

66 Fink, Agrarian Women,189.
67 Fink, Agrarian Women, 20.
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wherever Woman was, was sanctuary. And Woman was in the 
Home.68

Simultaneously, the notion of “natural” differences advanced to what the 

historian Barbara Welter calls the “Cult of True Womanhood”69 Based on the 

glorification of a woman – mother,  the guardian of domesticity – brought about 

another stereotypes of the woman's role, as well as an idealization of the domestic 

tasks every woman had to perform. The work at home was still regarded as easier and 

more delicate,  and since it was unpaid, it had been underpreciated and taken for 

granted as well. While men were respected breadwinners, performing “labor”, the 

woman's occupation at home was regarded as “duties and mysteries”70. The  mysteries 

that the frail and delicate  women had to perform, even before cooking a dinner, 

consisted of lugging and heating water, chopping wood, and making fire. Sometimes, 

cleaning of the stove and killing the animal that was to become  dinner, was 

necessary. In the case of laundry, women had to master  basic chemistry in order to 

make soap. When they secured that, the drudgery of bringing and heating  enough 

water to fill the tub, followed by the hours-long toil of washing and rinsing, was 

carried out. Once done with washing and drying, women had to be handy and strong 

enough  to lift and heat iron made of  heavy cast-iron,  and perform an ironing cycle 

lasting for hours. Keeping the house clean and dust free, making bread, mending 

clothes, and taking care of numerous children (and often animals and the garden) was 

not even considered work; it was one of the duties. 

Nevertheless, work at home was regarded as less strenuous, and many writers 

of prescriptive literature saw and presented it as something delectable and elevating. 

For example Daniel C. Eddy in his The Young Woman's Friend 71 advises women how 

they should feel about  their home engagement: “ Home is woman's throne, where she 

maintains her royal court, and sways her queenly authority.” William Alcott in his 

work  The Young Wife  takes the image of pleasant home engagement even farther, 

68 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 176.
69 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 174.
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making housework seem like a pastoral affair every woman must enjoy: 

Where  is  it  that  the  eye  brightens,  the  smile  lights  up,  the 
tongue becomes flippant, the form erects, and every motion 
cheerful and graceful? Is it at home? Is it doing the work of 
the kitchen? Is it at the wash tub – at the oven – darning a 
stocking – mending a coat – making a pudding? […] Is it with 
warming and lighting  the apartments at evenings, and waiting, 
with female patience, for his return from his appointed labor?72

 

If we realize how physically exhausting domestic work was, then the ability to 

conceive such never-ending labor as pastoral domestic bliss seems either  as 

inconceivable  ignorance, or intention to contrive. In the first annual report of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture, published in 1862, Dr. W.W. Hall acknowledges: “ It is 

safe to say, that on three farms out of four the wife works harder, endures more, than 

any other on the place; more then the husband, more then the 'farm hand,' more than 

the 'hired help' of the kitchen.”73

Besides housework, another reason why 19th century wives experienced  loss 

of energy and constant pressure of never finished work,  was childbearing. Families 

with five and more children were common, and it was up to the housewife to secure 

all children's needs. Nevertheless, Alcott knew that women should be thankful, since 

unlike their husbands, their work was pleasant and easy, providing them with extra 

benefits: 

 With 'labor', indeed, the wife's activities have no truck, for 
there  is  no  labor  here  to  perform  […]  the  food  appears 
virtually as a gift of nature, and the compliant fires and lamps 
seem to  light  and  tend themselves.  All  is  ordered,  and  the 
ordering of it is not  only burdensome or tiring, but the certain 
vehicle of good health and a  cheerful  disposition.  Far from 
labor, housework is positively regenerating [...]74

Constantly pregnant women performing “positively regenerating” work were in a 

precarious situation. As married women, they were not supreme owners of their 

bodies anymore, and as had been already said, there were relatively  few constraints 
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on what a husband could do. With absence of reliable contraception, physical and 

psychological burdens of repeated pregnancies were inextricable part of women's life. 

Abortions were dangerous and illegal, the notion of marital rape unknown, and more 

children a woman had, more constrained and chained to home and husband she 

became.

3.1.2. Cather's Housewives 

The precise  description of a woman's entrapment in pregnancy – child birth – 

infant care cycle is presented by Willa Cather in “Old Mrs. Harris”. A young family, 

the Templetons, live in a small rented house and already have four children. Mr. 

Templeton is not very successful in his business,  being “too delicate to collect his just 

debts”75, and the family must strictly watch  their expenses. Knowing her husband and 

his careless attitude when providing for the family, Victoria has a nervous breakdown 

on finding out she was pregnant again. Closing herself in a bedroom, she is crying and 

wildly screaming in her mind: 

If  only she could meet  the situation with violence,  fight it, 
conquer  it!  But  there  was  nothing  for  it  but  stupid  animal 
patience. She would have to go through all that again […] She 
was sick of it all; sick of dragging this chain of life that never 
let  her  rest  and  periodically  knotted  and  overpowered  her; 
made her ill and hideous for months, and then dropped another 
baby in her arms. She wanted to run away [...]76

But it is not Victoria, but rather her husband who has the privilege every once a while 

of escaping his responsibilities and numerous family, and temporarily hiding out  at 

his farm on the North Platte. Victoria, on the other hand, has no such chance to 

distance herself from the family problems, she is chained to the house and children, 

sentenced to her limited  female role. Unsurprisingly, in a moment of crisis, when 

Victoria announces the news to her husband,  we find that  “sudden important 

business” has to be taken care of on the North Platte farm, and Mr. Templeton leaves 

his wife alone. As a master of the family, he can do it, and nobody has the right to 

question his decision.

75 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 610.
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Mr. Harling has a similar approach to his family in My Ántonia. Unlike Mr. 

Templeton, he is able to secure his family financially very well, and he also reserves 

the right to come and go as often and for as long as he wishes. As a successful 

businessman, he has to travel, but his wife, Mrs. Harling, is always expected to be 

home and provide him with her wifely services: 

If he [Mr. Harling] was at home, the children had to go to bed 
early, or they come over to my place to play. Mr. Harling not 
only  demanded  a  quiet  house,  he  demanded  all  his  wife's 
attention. […] Mrs. Harling payed no heed to any one else if 
he was there. […] He kept an alcohol lamp in his room and a 
French coffee-pot, and his wife made coffee for him at any 
hour of the night he happened to want it.77

What is quite surprising is that although the Harlings have a maid, Ántonia, 

Mr. Harling wants his wife to get up a few times a night to make and bring him his 

coffee in his study. Even if we consider that it is not always coffee Mr. Harling 

desires, it still shows a lack of respect to demand  a spouse to be always ready,  day 

and night,  to come and serve on call.

Marie Shabata in O Pioneers! lives in an unhappy marriage with Frank, and 

she thinks that she knows where the trouble is. Supposedly, the problem is  her own 

personality, for she is not always the most subservient and obedient wife. To her 

friend Alexandra, Marie confides: “He [her husband] ought to have a different kind of 

wife. Frank's wife ought to be timid, and she ought not to care about another living 

thing in the world but just Frank!78 Marie's husband seems to share her opinion that 

she is not dutiful enough wife. After shooting her dead, he complains: “Why had she 

been so careless? She knew he [Frank] was like a crazy man when he was angry. She 

had more then once taken that gun away from him and held it, when he was angry 

with other people.”79 Marie, a battered woman, blamed for everything wrong in 

Frank's life, could not be further away from Alcott's and Eddy's fallacious image of 

women's domestic queenly position. 

Marian Forrester,  Cather's heroine in A Lost Lady, is notable for two different 
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reasons. Firstly, Marian represents  another type of a married woman – she  is a lady. 

Married to a wealthy man of higher social position who, rather than exploiting her, 

indulges her in a lavish lifestyle, and not having children, she is spared from never 

ending domestic drudgery. Secondly, from a historically- sociological point of view, 

Cather is, in her description of Marian's adult life, capturing a greater problem:  the 

whole U.S. patriarchal society with its fundamental  power rules of the  man-woman 

relationship. For this reason Cather's character of Marian  deserves a deeper 

examination, that will be done in the following subchapter.

3.1.3. Marian Forrester – A Case Study of Men's and Women's

                        Relationships in a Patriarchal Society

Marian's interactions with her husband, but also with a much younger friend of 

the family, Niel Herbert, illustrate the paradox of the  civic position of U.S. women. 

The novel is narrated in the third person, but since it is written mostly from Niel's 

perspective, we learn a lot about men's stereotypical expectations of women's proper 

behavior in the nineteenth century. In agreement with the popular notion of the 

gendered division of spheres,  the Forresters should have represented the  ideal of a 

married couple's life journey. However, as will be explained, such  an “ideal” could 

easily turn into a dead-end.

Captain Forrester, a man of steady character and  one of the conquerors of the 

West, is  emblematic  of the patriarchal society. His house is his castle and Marian 

represents “the angel in the house”. Being an older, respectable and wealthy man, he 

takes a great pride in his charming wife, who is , twenty-five years younger than he. 

His wife is his showpiece, and he enjoys providing her with every luxury his position 

affords him.  Marian, in accordance with  nineteenth century gender rules, fulfills  all 

expectations for an exemplary wife. She is beautiful and lively, her life revolves 

around captain Forrester's needs, and she has the  gift of charm for all persons of male 

sex around her, being a perfect hostess: “ Even the hardest and coldest of his 

[Captain's] friends, a certain narrow-faced Lincoln banker, became animated when he 

took her hand, tried to meet the gay challenge in her eyes and to reply cleverly to the 
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droll word of greeting on her lips.”80  We also learn, that whatever she chose to do, 

had a  “lady-like” aura, simply because it was she who did it. From Cather's 

description, we can conclude that the Forresters live in harmony, although as the 

novel precedes, their marital happiness crumbles.  

  As a couple, the Forresters represent the ideal of the patriarchal, gender-

divided society, and Cather herself gives us useful hints in order to see where each of 

the spouses stands. Captain Forrestter's description consists of his deeds and moral 

qualities – we learn about his railroad contracting activities, his part in developing the 

West, his business affairs and financial position. Through his dealings,  the whole 

picture of the captain comes out as a fearless, honorable citizen, a man of good old 

manners and integrity, a typical hero of Western pioneer fiction. On the contrary, what 

we learn about Marian is connected with her physicality, her appearance, or  the effect 

of her behavior on others.  Besides being elegant, Marian  has that “something in her 

glance that made one's blood tingle” and an “inviting, musical laugh, that was like 

distant measures of dance music”. She looks attractive even when wearing a kitchen 

apron,  and her husband's guests, her admirers, “could not imagine her in any dress or 

situation in which she would not be charming.”81 Her description seems almost like a 

description of a beautiful object, whose existence has but one reason: to be admired 

and bring pleasure.

By giving us such various types of information while describing her character, 

Cather conforms to the concept of the two separate spheres, showing which values 

were considered important for men, and what virtues were appreciated in women.   At 

the very beginning of the novel,  Cather explains  that  Mr. Forrester is gratified by his 

friends' admiration for his house, his livestock and his wife.  Connecting these three 

subjects together in just three subsequent paragraphs is a  clear indication as to how 

all of them  are to be perceived:  as captain's valuable, first-class property. Thus 

Captain Forrester represents masculine dominance, being the owner and provider, 

while Marian, as an “angel in the house”, is his dependent and subject to his authority. 

 Another man,  Marian's younger loyal admirer Niel, is projecting his own, 

80 Cather,  A Lost Lady, 5.
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quite  distorted, ideal picture of woman on her. The Forresters  in his romantic vision 

represent  the embodiment of  nineteenth century grace, morals and reputation. 

Stereotypically, he perceives Marian  as the beautiful, but fragile and incompetent, 

complement of her husband. For a long time, he refuses to admit to himself that 

Marian is not just “the angel in the house”, but also a woman from flesh and blood, 

with strong survival instincts. As Danielle Russel notes, Niel's exaggerated sense of 

propriety and obligations fabricates a “vision which allows no room for the living 

woman.”82

When Niel becomes disgusted by his revelation that Mrs. Forrester is not an 

angel, but a “common” woman,  unfaithful to her husband, he is unable to understand 

that the situation Marian is locked in, comes as a result of patriarchal society set-up. 

Bound to dependency on men due to the gender limitations of the 1880s, she marries 

the  older, well-to do Captain Forrester, who:

 […]  provides  for  her  and  who  -  in  a  tacitly  understood 
exchange for her “services” as an attractive, caring wife and a 
hostess to his friends and associates- not only overlooks her 
sexual  indiscretions but  even provides the  environment  that 
permits  them.  He  […]  takes  her  to  Denver  and  Colorado 
Springs  every  winter,  where  she  has  her  fill  of  parties, 
dancing,  and  young  men  who  adore  her  –  all  under  her 
husband's admiring gaze.83 

 After Captain's Forrester death, instead of the regional elite celebrity she used 

to enjoy, Marian becomes a poor, provincial town  widow, and  Niel is torn  between 

the two conflicting feelings. He still perceives her as a fragile, helpless woman, who 

might be saved by the “right men”84, since without the master of the house, she was 

“like a ship without ballast, driven hither and thither by every wind.”85  At the same 

time, he would  like to lock her up in his idealized version of history,  though he is 

disappointed that in compliance with  his nostalgic  vision  of the past, “Mrs. Forrester 

[...]was not wiling to immolate herself, like the widow of all these great men, and die 
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with the pioneer period to which she belonged; that she preferred life on any terms.”86 

What Niel refuses to acknowledge  is that Marian does not belong exclusively 

to the era of the Great West, which is dying away with her husband's generation. She 

is young enough to participate in the early 1900s transition to the next historical 

period,  outlined by a re-definition of  values. If  the nineteenth century could be 

characterized as a culture of character  and higher moral law, the twentieth century 

became a culture of personality with  less rigorous moral imperatives. Entering the 

new era, where “self-fulfillment is not selfishness, but survival”87,  Marian's reflex to 

survive, be it in the  form of  marrying another wealthy man or not,  would take care 

of her,  ensuring her a satisfying life in the future. 

3.1.4.  Cather's New Breed of Women

Although Marian Forrester comes from an old-stock American family, she 

shares some of her character traits with immigrant daughters Alexandra Bergson and 

Ántonia  Shimerda. What connects them are their strong survival instincts and  their 

ability to do what has to be done in order to achieve self-fulfillment and happiness. 

While none of them pays much attention to  judgmental “public opinion” that would 

like to force its apprehension on them, all demonstrate  strong  adjustment and 

adaptability sense. 

Ántonia  herself stands for  an embodiment of the new, self-fulfillment driven 

culture. When her fiancee spends all her savings, and leaves her pregnant, unmarried 

and broken-hearted, she refuses to cave in to the social pressure of  Victorian society. 

Instead of seeing her situation as shameful  or disgraceful and hiding her daughter, 

she stands in a victorious opposition, living her life exactly the same way as if she 

were not a woman with an illegitimate child. Against the negative expectations of the 

community, which already apprehends Ántonia's whole future life as a failure, she 

marries a decent man, fulfilling her dream of  becoming a successful farmer, wife and 

mother. Visiting Ántonia after more than twenty years of separation, Jim, knowing 

about her burdened past, is awaiting an encounter with a crushed, pitiful woman. To 

86 Cather, A Lost Lady, 145.
87 Harvey, 70.
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his surprise, he finds his childhood friend running a prosperous farm, surrounded by a 

big, happy family, being in the  “full vigor of her personality, battered but not 

diminished.”88

Cather is aware of the significant cultural shift in American society, and while 

her Marion is built as a character  of  a woman adjusting to the transition between the 

old and the new culture, her Alexandra and Ántonia are already women of the “new 

breed”. It could be asked  if it was the cultural shift that enables them to become the 

“new breed”,  or if it was the influence of numerous immigrants who flooded into  the 

United states and  induced the change of culture. However, the historical- sociological 

analysis necessary to answer  this question  cannot  be  successfully done within the 

scope of this paper, and therefore the subject will not be further developed. 

Alexandra and Ántonia are not the only “new women” in Cather's fiction. 

More or less all women who were brought to the U.S. by their European parents, and 

had to adjust to the tough frontier conditions, would fit such a label. Jim Burden, 

Cather's the narrator in My  Ántonia,  who grew up alongside them, is aware of the 

difference between the immigrant's, the  American farmers' and the merchants' 

daughters: “Physically, they were almost a race apart and out-of-door work   had 

given them a vigor which, when they got over their first shyness on coming to town, 

developed into a positive carriage and freedom of movement […].”89 The old -stock 

American daughters, who  in accordance with gender spheres doctrine had been kept 

home, were believed to be “refined”90, while immigrant country girls were not. 

When Jim adds, that the immigrant farm daughters were “[...] considered a 

menace to the social order,”91 it becomes clear that what could have been originally 

perceived as  a mere description of  physical difference, was in fact more serious 

divergence. The attitude  of  small-town American society towards immigrant women 

reveals a deeper conflict, of which the  context goes beyond the matter  of female 

beauty. While American women were traditionally kept at home, the only proper 

women's sphere,  daughters of European settlers had to enter the extra-domestic, 

88 Cather, My Ántonia, 157.
89 Cather, My Ántonia, 97.
90 Cather, My Ántonia, 97.
91 Cather, My Ántonia, 98.
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men's sphere, in order to help their families survive.  Therefore they represented a 

double threat to the American society. On a minor scale, the “refined” families of the 

old American stock might have feared that their sons would forget about their 

respectability, and marry a poor, but physically attractive woman. On the greater 

scale, it was the girls'  and women's freedom, gender- inappropriate behavior,  and 

their  intrusion into the male sphere which threatened  to shatter the whole U.S. 

patriarchal system. 
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 3.2. The Wife, a Profitable Production Instrument: 

Work, Property, and Married Couples

“A wife was a good investment for  a man who wanted to get ahead.”92 The 

conclusion of Jeanne Boydston's study brings our attention to the considerable value 

of assets, brought by common wives' activities into a family budget.  In her work, 

Boydston  examines the farm and family economy,  proving  that  the cash value of a 

wife's work and housework was quite significant.  The scope of a woman's cash-

earning occupations was wide, and included needlework, vending, or taking in 

boarders. Besides that, women often worked  in their husbands' trades or farms, 

producing goods and providing services without pay. Since many of the activities 

women conducted did not bring direct cash, but rather goods or services that would 

otherwise require hiring someone, it was the husbands' contribution to the household 

which was perceived as the more important. The shared perception of  nineteenth 

century society was that a husband, as a member of economic community working out 

of home, was an exclusive provider for the family. Housework and woman's  work in 

the domestic sphere was often not regarded as work at all, and a wife was considered 

“taken care of”.

3.2.1. Gender and the Value of Work, Time and Services 

The common attitude  of decreasing the value of women's work in general, 

could be  poignantly sensed from a letter Harriet Beecher Stowe wrote  to her sister-

in-law in 1850.  After the Stowes moved with their children to Brunswick, during the 

next few months she: 

[…] made two sofas – or lounges – a barrel  chair – divers 
bedspreads  –  pillowcases-pillows-bolsters-matresses...painted 
rooms...revarnished furniture. She also laid a month-long siege 
at  the  landlord's  door,  lobbying  him  to  install  a  new sink. 
Meanwhile, she had given birth to her eight child, made her 
way through the novels of Sir Walter Scott, and tried to meet 
the obligations of her increasingly active career as an author – 
all  this  while  also  attending  a  household:  dealing  with 

92 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 175.

37



tradespeople, cooking, and taking care of the children. From 
delivery  bed  to  delivery  cart,  downstairs  to  the  kitchen, 
upstairs to the baby, out to the neighbor's,  home to stir  the 
stew [...]93

“And yet,” she confided to her sister in law, “I am constantly pursued and haunted by 

the idea that I don't do anything.”94

Women used as unpaid or cheap labor, the devaluation of  housework, and 

joint husband-wife property controlled by the husband were  the main pillars of the 

patriarchal society. Together with  the legal barrier of women's management of 

production instruments,  and  impossibility of independent accumulation and 

investment of  profits, this made wives dependent for their vital resources on their 

husbands. Life, Liberty and Property promised by the new republic to its citizens  in 

1776 excluded married women, applying only to men, and up to a certain point to 

unmarried women.   Faragher's study of midwestern families in the 1850s confirms 

woman's inferior position:

The question of power is not a question of what people do but 
also of the recognition they are granted for what they do and 
the authority that recognition confers. There is little evidence 
to  suggest  that  men,  for  their  part,  gave  women's  work  a 
second thought. That it was a woman's lot to work that hard 
was simply taken for granted.95

When the Territory of Iowa was organized in 1838, it was already understood 

that unmarried women could own and control property on the same basis as men.96 

Married women, on the other hand,  found themselves in completely different 

standing, still bound by the old Common Law. Thanks to the work of woman's rights 

movement groups, new laws  known as the Married Women's Property Acts were 

being introduced,97 starting the middle of the nineteenth century. Unfortunately, the 

Married Women's Property Acts not only varied from state to state, but also their 

interpretation was narrow and quite different. For example,  although married women 

93 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 184.
94 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 184.
95 Lensink, 356.
96 Gallaher, 86.
97 For example in New York, the law passed in 1848, in Nebraska in 1871.
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were authorized to “carry on any trade or business, and perform any labor or services 

on her sole or separate account,” this authorization was regularly interpreted as 

applying only when woman's work was not done on family property.98

Although the law called the Code of 1851 (Iowa) stated that a married 

woman's property “did not vest in the husband, nor did he necessarily control it”99, the 

idea of the old Common Law was still  deeply seated in  the minds of people, and the 

courts had to decide the frequent disputes. Also, since the wife's wages issue was not 

clearly defined, it was considered that the old Common Law applied, which meant 

that a woman's earnings could be taken by her husband or his creditors. Ruth Gallaher 

notes: “[...] the courts at this time  generally assumed that they [a wife's wages] 

belonged to the husband although it does not appear that he could collect them 

directly.”100

Considering the fact that  family property had been acquired  partly as a result 

of the woman's efforts, but almost always held in husband's name who exercised the 

absolute economic control, the courts  often ruled in accordance of the Code of 1851 

and its Revision of 1860 (Iowa). However, that it was not always the case  can be 

illustrated by the court decision from 1864. The Supreme Court of Iowa decided that: 

“ […] a wife could not hold property purchased with her husbands money, or money 

recognized as his, even though the title was in her name. As a rule”, declared the 

judge who wrote the decision, “the services of the wife and the products of her labor 

belong as much to the husband, under our statue, as at common law.”101 It took more 

then  fifty years to dislodge the Common Law and establish new, more equal rights of 

married women. However, even the Code of 1897 which  gave women  the right to 

own, manage, sell and convey their personal property, still recognized a husband as 

the only one to  control the joint property.102

98 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 267.
99 Gallaher, 87.
100 Gallaher, 88.
101 Gallaher, 88.
102 Gallaher, 93.
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3.2.2.  Cather's Heroines and Property

In connection with Cather's heroines, who often grew up or found themselves 

in their adulthood living at the frontier, it is necessary to mention another important 

concept – The Homestead Act of 1862. Homesteading, one of the means of 

developing the “Wild West”, is interesting  from a gender point of view, since the new 

law entitled unmarried women, as heads of a family, to acquire land in their own 

name: 

It  entitles  any  person  who  is  the  head  of  a  family,  or  has 
arrived at the age of  twenty-one years, and is citizen of the 
United States, or filed a declaration of his intention to become 
such, to the right of a homestead on any surveyed government 
lands not  previously disposed of.  This  right  extends to  one 
hundred and sixty acres of land.103

Some single women made use of the Homestead Act and farmed their own land; 

however, sooner or later most of them married. Nevertheless, they still remained 

lawful owners of the land, which was not the case of wives who acquired the 

homestead together with their husbands. In this case the land title or homestead claim 

was nearly always on husband's name. 

Some of the feminist agrarians, for example Deborah Fink, have therefore 

apprehended the economic opportunity offered by homesteading as a base for 

women's enhanced position within marriage, arguing that a woman's substantial 

contribution to the operation of a family homestead may have heightened her power 

vis-a`- vis her husband. 104 An model case of such modern frontier women whose own 

estate brought  her  future equality within a marriage is  Alexandra Bergson from O 

Pioneers!. 

Although Alexandra  inherited her family's homestead rather  then claiming it 

herself,  staying single and taking care of her own holdings makes her position 

identical. Her development into a successful farmer and self-reliant mistress of her 

own life happens slowly, but steadily. As a young teenage girl, she was  confiding in 

103 William J. Petersen, ed., Studies in Iowa History. Iowa:The Home For Immigrants (Iowa City: The 
State Historical Society of Iowa, 1970) 58.

104 Fink, Agrarian Women, 4.
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her friend: “I don't know what is to become of us, Carl, if father has to die. I don't 

dare to think about it. I wish we could all go with him and let the grass grow back 

over everything.”105 If Alexandra originally perceives her father as the only person 

who is capable of providing for the Bergson family and ensure its survival, her later 

ability to withdraw from her expected female gender role and actively manage her 

family matters destroys such fears. Only a few years later, she is already the right 

hand of her father, despite the fact the John Bergson also has three sons. It is 

Alexandra  who is capable of  using her analytical skills, good judgement and 

resourcefulness for the benefit of the whole family. Coming to the conclusion that his 

daughter inherited his father's direct and intelligent way of thinking, John Bergson 

admits: “He would much rather, of course, have seen this likeness in one of his sons, 

but it was not a question of choice.”106 After his death, Alexandra successfully 

manages the Bergson family farm, adding to its value. 

Cather's writing describes Alexandra and the farm as the two connected 

vessels. Under Alexandra's rule, the farm becomes prosperous, and as the farm 

thrives, Alexandra shows more confidence in her own abilities, becoming an 

autonomous,  self-reliant woman.  When her brothers move Mrs. Bergson to tears, 

threatening  to sell the family farm, Alexandra brings them quickly to their senses 

with her knowledge of the  laws: “There's no question of that, mother. You don't have 

to go if you don't want to. A third of the place belongs to you by American law107, and 

we can't sell without your consent.”108  When Alexandra's  two older brothers marry, 

the land is equally divided, and Alexandra becomes completely independent. 

The next time Alexandra encounters Carl, the little girl, scared of losing her 

father's protective wing, is gone, and a successful, hardworking, forty-year- old 

woman has taken her place. Carl is amazed, walking around the well-kept farm and 

looking at the beautiful landscape: “Do you know, Alexandra, I've been thinking how 

strangely things work out. I've been away engraving other men's pictures, and you've 

105 Cather, O Pioneers!, 10.
106 Cather, O Pioneers!, 16.
107 Alexandra is talking about so called “widow's third/widow's dower”. The Common Law granted a 

widow one-third of her husband's real estate for life. However, this applied also to the property 
purchased with money she originally brought to the marriage.

108 Cather, O Pioneers!, 38.
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stayed at home and made your own.”109

Although in her fiction Cather usually avoids direct allusions to women's 

rights or  relevant American laws,  O Pioneers!,  in order to  illustrate Alexandra's 

autonomy and self-determination, presents a very detailed dialog between Alexandra 

and her selfish  greedy brothers.  When they suspect Alexandra's intention to marry 

Carl, they immediately worry that he, as a husband, might become the owner of 

Alexandra's property: “Don't you know he'd get hold of your property? […] Give him 

our property? Our homestead?”110 When Alexandra reminds them of the division of 

the Bergson land they required at the time of their marriages, they keep angrily 

arguing with her: “Everything you've made come out of the original land that us boys 

worked for, hasn't it? The farms and all that comes out of them belongs to us as a 

family.”111 What is meant by “us as a family” is explained immediately after 

Alexandra tells them that most of what she owns, she made and build up  after  the 

division  of Bergson family  homestead. “The property of the family really belongs to 

the men of the family, no matter about title” argues Oscar, supported by his brother 

Lou “Yes, of course, everybody knows that. […] The property of a family belongs to 

the men of the family [...] because they do the work.”112 As has been explained above, 

the Married Women's Property Acts partially changed the most discriminative parts of 

Common Law, but in the minds of people, the husband's old rights were still taken for 

granted. And Alexandra, although she knows about the new laws protecting wives' 

property, says to  Carl: “ I haven't any fears. I think when friends marry, they are 

safe.”113

In Cather's novels, women's reluctance towards marriage, as an institution 

entrapping  their freedom,  autonomy and economic independence, often appears as a 

minor theme. In My Ántonia, Cather  introduces variety of such women. Tiny 

Soderball, an adventurous, single daughter of Swedish immigrants, makes her wealth 

during the Golden Rush in Alaska. A business woman Frances Harling, stepping out 

109 Cather, O Pioneers!, 73.
110 Cather, O Pioneers!, 104.
111 Cather, O Pioneers!, 105.
112 Cather, O Pioneers!, 105, 106.
113 Cather, O Pioneers!, 198.
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into the men's sphere, becomes a paid employee/ business partner of her father. She 

also lives happily without a husband, and  agrees with Lena Lingard, who reveals her 

conviction never to marry, so she “would not have to ask leif of anybody.”114 Lena, a 

beautiful daughter of Swedish homesteaders, has a clear idea of her future life as a 

single, independent woman. Remembering home as a place where  there were “always 

too many children, a cross man, and work piling up around a sick woman,” 115 she has 

no romantic ideals about married life. When her friend Jim teases her, believing her 

marriage refusal is just a girlish pretense, she fires back with her premeditated list of 

reasons: 

Men are all right for friends, but as soon as you marry them 
they turn into cranky old fathers,  even the wild ones. They 
begin to tell you what's sensible and what's foolish, and want 
you to stick at home all the time. I prefer to be foolish when I 
feel like it, and be accountable to nobody.116

Determined to break free from the prescribed wife and mother women's role, 

she   succeeds as a talented, sought-after seamstress. Often judged as foolish, 

frivolous  or  irresponsible, she runs her own business, working hard to build a log 

house for her toil-worn out mother.  Old Mrs. Lingard still lives in a sod-house, and 

Lena knows that unless she does it, the men never will.117 

It is not surprising that some daughters of the immigrants, after experiencing 

toil on the family homestead,  decided to leave the farm to escape the  fate of a farm 

wife. The annual report from the U.S. Department of Agriculture from 1862 admits: 

“In plain language, in the  civilization of the latter half of the nineteenth century, a 

farmer's wife, as a general rule is a laboring drudge.”118 Those who stayed, such as 

Ántonia  Shimerda/Cuzak who decided to marry and farm the never-ploughed prairie, 

confess to their friends: 

She told me how she and her husband had come out to this 
new country when the farm land was cheap and could be had 

114 Cather, My Ántonia, 80.
115 Cather, My Ántonia, 139.
116 Cather, My Ántonia, 139.
117 Cather, My Ántonia, 117.
118 Report of the Commissioner of Agriculture for the Year 1862: Health of Farmer's Families 

(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1863) 59-60.
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on easy payments. The first ten years were a hard struggle. 
Her husband knew very little about farming and often grew 
discouraged. “We'd never have got through if I [Ántonia] had 
not been so strong!”119  

A husband's economic control over his wife's and mother -in-law's property  is 

the theme of Cather's Old Mrs. Harris. Mr. Hillary Templeton moved  with his wife 

Victoria and  his  mother -in-law Mrs. Harris “West”, hoping to do better in his 

business. In order to be able to do that, Mrs. Harris had to sell her own spacious house 

in Tennessee, becoming completely tied to the Templeton family and Mr. Templeton's 

abilities to provide for its members. 

In a new, small, rental house in Colorado,  her tiny room, squeezed between 

the kitchen and the dining room, “was rather like a passage way, ”120 however, old 

Mrs. Harris does not complain. In accordance with everyone else, she does not believe 

that: “[...] women, especially old women, could say when or where they would stop. 

They were tied to the chariot of young life, and had to go where it went, because they 

were needed.” 121 Unfortunately, as Cather tells us, Mr. Templeton is not, as a family 

provider, very reliable. When he was supposed to collect the rent from his tenants, he 

often “forgot all the bills he had somehow to meet, and the loans he had made and 

couldn't collect.”122

Interestingly, a small farm Mr. Templeton owned before his marriage and is 

now renting to German tenants, is still referred to as “his”. On the contrary, when 

grandma Harris wants to help her gifted granddaughter Vickie pay for college, she has 

to ask Mr. Templeton  for money he (!) got from the sale of her  house: “Hillary, I 

want to see you about Vickie. I was wondering if you could lay hands on any money 

you got for the sale of my house back home.”123 When she is refused, being informed 

that the money cannot be touched because it is “perfectly safe and well invested”124 

she is not surprised. “Invested; that was a word men always held over women, Mrs. 

119 Cather, My Ántonia, 162.
120 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 603.
121 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 604-5.
122 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 634.
123 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 628.
124 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 629. 
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Harris thought, and it always meant they could have none of their own money.”125 

Although both Mrs. Harris and her daughter Victoria  understand the importance of 

Vicky's education, neither of them have control over what was originally their  money. 

Mr. Templeton, just owing to the fact that he is a male,  exercises full control over 

property and life of the three generations of women.

3.2.3. A Narrative Cather Could have Written – The Svatos Family

 Cather's fictional characters and their interactions described above were not 

just a writer's fabrication to make the plots of her novels more exciting. Modeled on 

real life and  the situation women had to deal with under the rule of  patriarchal 

society, they reflect the true state of affairs and women's attempts to escape  their 

inferior position. As a confirmation of  the foresight of Cather's heroines, I will 

present the  court documentation of a real married couple's story. Based on the divorce 

documents  of the  District Court of Iowa for Johnson county, we can follow the 

distressing story of Czech immigrants, Mr. and Mrs. Svatos, living at the end of the 

nineteenth century on the frontier. The testimony of Marie (Mary) Svatos describing 

her farmwife position and life,  could easily serve as an outline for a Willa Cather 

novel. 

The Svatoses arrived from Bohemia to America in 1882, bringing cash of 300 

dollars as their only property. In twenty seven years, they managed to built  a 

prosperous farm, and then Mr. Svatos decided to divorce his wife, thinking that all the 

property, being in his name, would pass solely to him. Mrs. Svatos describes  that they 

own a debt-free farm of about 109 acres, valued at $80 to $90 per acre, which stands 

in the name of her husband. They also own considerable personal property, consisting 

of cattle, horses, swine, farm machinery and crops. Besides that, her husband also has 

in cash or notes about $1000 made by the sale of hogs and crops. Then she adds:

All this property stands in the name of my husband but was 
earned, accumulated and saved in common by my husband, 
myself and our children. Since we came to this country, I have 
worked in the fields, about the farm and in the house. I worked 

125 Cather, “Old Mrs. Harris”, 629.
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like a hired man, at times doing all kinds of work on the farm, 
besides doing all  the house work […] I  have no money or 
property, or any means of earning money, or any means by 
which I could defend myself in the above entitled cause of 
action. […] My husband has in cash at least  $1000 dollars, 
which is in his own name and to which he and myself and our 
children  have  contributed  and  earned  and  which  we  have 
permitted him to have control of and to deposit and use in his 
name.126

In Mary Svatos's case, the court decided in her and her children's favor, making sure 

that if the divorce was granted,  they would receive their equal share of corporeal and 

immovable family property. 

Mrs. Svatos's husband's attitude that the  family property was  “his”,  is the 

same as Alexandra's brothers'. As such, it  illustrates that  even at the turn of the 

century, men's thinking and calculation persisting from past was  the  norm, rather 

than exception. If a woman wanted to prove her rightful claim when surrounded by 

men taking advantage of the historic Common Law, she had only one option – fight 

her case in court.

126 John Svatos vs. Mary Svatos, 1908. Box R Iowa b.14, Johnson County Divorces, Late 18th o early
 19th century. State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.
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 3.3. Till Death Do Us Part: Divorce

In the twenty-first century, American women, living in the country which 

became a world symbol of freedom, take for granted that what is legally possible, they 

can put into practice. One of the many freedoms they nowadays enjoy is the right to 

divorce. The decision to stay in a marriage or end it is based on their subjective 

consideration, that besides others, comprises such elements as love, compatibility, 

happiness, or gratification. The race, class and place of residence do not make any 

difference. Yet, just a hundred and twenty years ago, the situation of American 

women, especially those living in rural areas, was quite different. 

In the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, divorce was 

already a secular and legal procedure, no longer controlled by the church. However, in 

Cather's fiction, we can find many women characters who would benefit from 

divorce, but for some peculiar reasons, they remain captive in their unsatisfying and 

often violent marriages. Cather's novels are set in the nineteenth and beginning of the 

twentieth century, and, as has been explained before, a divorce was already a perfectly 

legal procedure. Why did Cather never let her heroines divorce, or at least  think 

about the idea? Had her heroines children, we could take into account their possible 

fear of loosing them. In  accordance with the Code of 1851127, the father was lawfully 

ordained the  “natural” guardian of the persons of his minor children, and only if dead 

or incapable of acting, mother could became the guardian. However, none of  Cather's 

suffering wives have children to worry about. 

In her other novels, Cather is able to portray women who must leave the safety 

of their family and community, and fight a lonely battle to fulfill their dreams, needs 

and callings.  Lena Lingard, Tiny Soderball, and even Ántonia Shimerda - if they 

want to live their lives as happy, fulfilled beings, they  must disconnect from the 

comfortable, yet restricting “known”, and go for the “unknown”. Thus if Cather made 

her other heroines Marie, Myra and Marian strong enough to with-stand their unhappy 

lives with the wrong husbands, why would she not let them take their fate into their 

own hands, and file a petition for divorce? The answer is not straightforward, since 

127 Gallaher, 83.
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rather than in  fiction, it lies in the boundaries of the U.S. history, American studies 

and then-valid state and federal laws. 

3.3.1. Introduction to the 19th Century Divorce Act 

In the nineteenth century, every state of the United States of America had its 

own version of a Divorce Act, specifying conditions under which a marriage could be 

dissolved. The states of today's Midwest, namely Nebraska, the Dakotas and Iowa, 

had basically the same conditions. The so called 'no fault divorce' was not possible 

until the 1970s. In order to acquire a divorce, people were limited by a strict set of 

legal reasons, such as inhumane treatment, abuse, alcoholism or desertion of a spouse. 

In Nebraska, the Divorce Act of 1875 also granted a divorce on ground of adultery, 

physical incompetence, and a jail sentence of more than three years. In 1903, a 

passage clarifying that husbands who did not support their wives should be declared 

guilty of desertion was added to the set.128 The legal reasons had to be, of course, 

supported by evidence. 

However, although legally allowed, according to U.S. government statistics 

only one in every 481 couples (which is less than 0.20 percent), were divorcing in the 

1880s. 129 Contemporary statistics published by United States Census Bureau130 show 

that about five percent of  U.S. marriages end up in divorce. The difference in 

numbers is striking. What does such a divergence mean? Were people in past so much 

happier? Were their lives more peaceful than ours? Or were they able to make smarter 

spousal choices than we are nowadays? Probably none of these hypotheses apply, 

considering a frank document left by Emily Gilespie, a nineteenth century Midwest 

housewife. Her private diary reveals valuable information about common domestic 

relations, as well as some disturbing facts about women's position in family and 

society in her time. After learning that her friend, Mrs. Brook, had been 

institutionalized, Emily remarks: “ I only wonder that more women do not have to be 

128 Fink, Agrarian Women, 81.
129 Lensink, 371.
130 “United States Census”, U.S. Department of Commerce, 27 April 2012, 30 April 2012. 

<http://www.census.gov/compendia/statab/>.
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taken to that asylum, especially farmers' wives.”131

To be able to satisfactorily explain the divergence of divorce numbers,  and 

also Cather's silence about a possible divorce, I decided to examine women's journals, 

private letters, and official court records. All these were written or dealt with women 

living in rural towns and agricultural areas of 1820-1920 Iowa. At the same time, it 

was necessary to ascertain facts about legal status of women living in second half of 

nineteenth and beginning of twentieth century. The research showed that a much 

greater number of women than just those who filled a petition for divorce would have 

liked to live alone, without a problematic husband. Domestic violence was not rare, 

and many wives were battered women, condemned to share their lives with an 

aggressive, unfaithful, violent and/or alcoholic husband. 

3.3.2. Case Studies of Midwestern Divorces

Since reality is more often found encoded in personal stories than anywhere 

else, three real divorce cases of the time will be shared here. The details of three 

women's divorce petitions represent a sample of marital problems, and at the same 

time, they bring attention to the ferocity of domestic violence. Presented to the courts 

of Johnson County in times when divorces were scarce, they also speak of women 

courageous enough to bear the consequences of their decisions. All information was 

gathered from original divorce documents from the turn of the century, archived in 

folders at the  District Court of Iowa for Johnson county. The court folders are 

deposited at the State Historical Society of Iowa, Box R Iowa b.14, Johnson County 

Divorces, Late 19th - early 20h century. The name of the folder corresponds with the 

name of a divorcing couple.

Ledora J. Melton vs. Stephen P. Melton, 1907: 

Mrs. Melton describes her reasons for divorce: her husband has been treating 

her in a cruel and inhuman manner as to endanger her life and render her position 

intolerable. In Mr. Melton's petition for divorce, we can read: 

In November 1904 defendant struck plaintiff and choked her 
when  sick  and  when  in  such  condition  that  she  could  not 

131 Lensink, 358.
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protect  herself.  Soon  thereafter,  defendant  again  struck  and 
beat  plaintiff  and  forcibly  took  plaintiff's  child  from  her. 
Defendant from time to time continued to abuse plaintiff and 
mistreat her until March 1906 when plaintiff was sick in bed 
and at midnight defendant took hold of plaintiff and attempted 
to throw her out of house and threatened to otherwise injure 
her. […] He has frequently required and compelled plaintiff to 
work  out  to  earn  money  to  support  herself  and  child,  and 
would then frequently take her earnings from her.132

According to the account of her husband's insults and assaults, she clearly is a 

battered woman, living a miserable life. 

Millie P. Stewart vs. John Stewart, 1893: 

Mrs. Stewart has to deal not only with her husband's violence towards her 

person, but also towards her son from a previous marriage. Moreover, her husband is 

sexually abusive, as Mrs. Stewart has to reveal in her petition: 

Defendant is a man of inordinate sexual desire; he persisted 
and insisted upon annoying the said plaintiff and compels said 
plaintiff  to submit to the sexual relation so frequent and so 
often  as  to  injure  her  health,  and  her  health  is  seriously 
affected because of brutality of the said defendant and said 
plaintiff not only fears personal violence as aforesaid and is in 
great danger of her life from personal violence, but her health 
and life is endangered by the brutality of defendant.133

The last divorce case, G.M. Steadman vs. David Steadman, 1906, is quite 

complicated and deals with a lot of issues. However, it is interesting for its illustration 

of the wife of the era of  economic subordination. Due to the gendered division of 

labor and women's condemnation to the domestic sphere, women had to rely on their 

husbands for the  sustenance of their families. Mrs. Steadman's husband became, 

according to her divorce petition, “moody, sour tempered, and dissatisfied.” During 

the  last five years he kept a general store, having a stock of merchandize worth $1500 

or $2000. For no obvious reason, he neglected the business, simply not going there. 

Since there was nobody to wait upon customers, the store stayed closed, and 

132 Ledora J. Melton vs. Stephen P. Melton, 1907. Box R Iowa b.14, Johnson County Divorces, Late 
18th o early 19th century. State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.
133 Millie P. Stewart vs. John Stewart, 1893. Box R Iowa b.14, Johnson County Divorces, Late 18th o 
early 19th century. State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.
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eventually Mr. Steadman's business went bankrupt. Not having any income due to her 

husband's conduct, Mrs. Steadman, in addition to her household duties and care of the 

children, kept boarders, to make at least some living for the family. Still, she was not 

considering a divorce, although she had to take care and provide for her household, 

children and husband at the same time. Her situation became unbearable when her 

husband started abusing her: 

That  his  manner  and  temper  and  treatment  of  this  plaintiff 
preyed upon her strength and amounted to cruel and inhuman 
treatment and endangered the life of this plaintiff […] there 
was no cause or excuses so far as this plaintiff could see for 
the conduct of the defendant. He was in normally good health, 
free from disease or pain so far as she knows and his conduct 
toward her was due entirely to a sour and vicious disposition 
and intention to neglect and abuse plaintiff.134

In all the lawsuits described above, divorces were granted, and the wives 

received more or less fair financial settlement. As can be seen from these cases, 

women only asked for divorce if their health or life was in danger, and based on their 

letters and diaries, even cruel mistreatment would often not convince them to leave 

their torturers. In an era when most of the people believed that even a bad marriage 

should be preserved, it took a lot of fortitude to bring one's marital problem to to 

court.

3.3.3. Cather's Heroines - Prospective Divorcees

In O Pioneers!  Alexandra Bergson's Bohemian neighbor, Marie 

Tovesky/Shabata135 represents a woman who has more than one reason to file a 

divorce petition. Although unfaithful to her husband, she is by no means a despicable 

character, and her romantic involvement outside the marriage is not a reason, but the 

result of her marital troubles. A beautiful, naturally kind-hearted, jolly and friendly 

woman, she is married to the wild and jealous Frank. Although Marie is hardworking, 

fulfilling all the required farm wife's duties (cooking, cleaning, keeping garden, 

134 G.M. Steadman vs. David Steadman, 1906. Box R Iowa b.14, Johnson County Divorces, Late 18th 

o early 19th century. State Historical Society of Iowa, Iowa City.
135 Cather, O Pioneers!.
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toiling at the fields, taking care of her husband, sharing a bed with him), her husband 

is very mean to her, making her life miserable. Even the toughened Alexandra, who 

applies very high working standards to herself, as well as to the others, admits: 

She [Marie] has it hard enough […]. She'll work all day and 
go to a Bohemian wedding and dance all night, and drive the 
hay wagon for a cross man next morning. I could stand by a 
job, but I never had the go in me as she has, when I was going 
my best.136

Frank is described as handsome, but at the same time as rash and violent, with 

his wife and neighbors suffering from his frequent fits of rage. Moreover, the farm 

where the Shabatas live and work, was purchased by Marie's father. Still, Marie looks 

up to Frank as head of the family who has right to decide all family affairs, not 

opposing him at all.  Although she describes herself as “giddy”  and thinks that she, as 

a wife, is not timid enough, instead of fighting her husband, she puts up with  him: 

“She was always sorry for Frank when he worked himself into one of these rages, and 

she was sorry to have him rough and quarrelsome with his neighbors. She was 

perfectly aware that the neighbors had a good deal to put up with him, and that they 

bore with Frank for her sake.” 137 

A slowly developing attraction between Marie and Alexandra's brother Emil 

Bergson comes as a result of Frank's neglect and violence: 

In the first days of their love she had been his [Frank's] slave; 
she had admired him abandonedly. But the moment he began 
to bully her and to be unjust, she began to draw away; at first 
in tearful amazement, then in quiet, unspoken disgust.138

After Emil reveals his love for her, Marie is still not willing to leave Frank, which 

later leads to tragedy. After shooting Marie and Emil, Frank is finally able to think 

back  on his behavior, thinking about his life with Marie. He admits to being guilty of 

ill-treatment toward Marie, torturing her all their married life in order to break her 

spirit. Sadly, he is also well aware of the fact that: “[...] if he could once give up his 

grudge, his wife would come back to him. But he could never in the world do that. 

136 Cather, O Pioneers!, 76.
137 Cather, O Pioneers!, 89.
138 Cather, O Pioneers!, 141.
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The grudge was fundamental.”139

Another married woman, Myra Henshaw, is the main character in Cather's 

novel My Mortal Enemy. Myra is seemingly in a better situation than Marie, since she 

is not a battered wife, belongs to higher social class, and lives in a city. Still,  it does 

not make her situation any less difficult. Before she married Oswald Henshaw, she 

had lived as the  pampered niece of her wealthy bachelor great-uncle, enjoying a 

careless life filled with parties and fancy social events. Fine dresses, jewels, riding 

horses, a piano and traveling to Europe were the standard. Falling for a poor man 

whom her rich uncle did not approved of, she only had two choices. She could either 

leave Oswald, marry one of her many other suitors, and become  heir of her relative's 

fortune, or elope with Oswald, and never see a dime of her great-uncle's wealth. For 

love, Myra sacrifices both her relationship with the uncle as well as her inheritance, 

only to find out, a few years later, that her husband is unfaithful to her. The two great 

lovers then turn into the great enemies. 

Myra is not a weak, quietly suffering little wife. She is a strong, temperament 

woman with a quick mind and tongue. She certainly does not hide her emotions, and 

lets her husband know when she is angry: “Her sarcasm was so quick, so fine at the 

point-it was like being touched by a metal so cold that one doesn't know whether one 

is burned or chilled.”140 Although the Henshaws still have romantic feelings for each 

other, Oswald's love affairs and his inability to keep a well-paid job uncover their 

class and character differences, changing their marriage into a living nightmare. Myra, 

used to the life in luxury, refers to herself as a “grasping, worldly woman who was 

never satisfied”141, while Oswald, a son of an Ulster protestant and wandering 

schoolmaster, keeps his hated office job only because he is married to Myra. “He 

doesn't properly belong in business. We never speak of it, but I'm sure he hates it.”142 

Myra admits. 

To their friends, they present themselves as a great, loving couple, but Myra's 

remarks and Oscar's behavior prove the true state of affairs. At Christmas, while 

139 Cather, O Pioneers!, 141.
140 Cather, My Mortal Enemy, 6.
141 Cather, My Mortal Enemy, 72.
142 Cather, My Mortal Enemy, 32.
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young Nellie and her aunt Lydia are visiting the Henshaws, Oswald asks the aunt to 

“give him” a Christmas present - expensive sleeve-buttons he received from another 

woman, and would like to smuggle home. Myra, at the same time, talks to Nellie 

about young lovers she helped to get together, revealing her disbelief in true love: “ 

You send a handsome fellow like Evan Gray to a fine girl like Esther, and it's 

Christmas eve, and they rise above us and the white world around us, and there isn't 

anybody, not a tramp on the park benches, that wouldn't wish them well – and very 

likely hell will come out of it!”143 

Ten years after the Christmas visit, Nellie meets the Henshaws in a shabby 

suburban hotel, where they live in a small, crowded apartment. They are in their 

sixties and Myra, once an energetic, lively woman, spends most of the time in bed, 

because her rapidly failing health. Oswald, who now works as an unimportant, poorly 

paid clerk, takes care of her. A few days before Myra dies, she becomes sincere with 

Nellie, telling her the truth about the marriage with Oswald. Being of different social 

class and having different sets of values, they have been, all their life, lovers as well 

as enemies. Myra confesses that she wasted her life, marrying the wrong man: “It's 

been the ruin of both of us. We've destroyed each other. I should have stayed with my 

uncle. It was money I needed. We have thrown our lives away.”144 

Marian Forrester, Cather's main character in the novel A Lost Lady, epitomizes 

another example of a woman who is bound in her marriage. Sharing an uneventful, 

dull life with her disabled husband, twenty-five years her elder, she is a typical 

product, and at the same time victim, of the nineteenth century patriarchal society. 

Originally engaged to a young gentleman, we learn that she “was hurried away from 

curious eyes”145 after he was shot dead by another woman's husband. Using the 

passive voice while talking about herself, Marian reveals that it is not just an 

accidental word choice. While describing the story of the ruined engagement and 

meeting of her future husband, she is supplying us with an important piece of 

information: her subordinate civic position as a young, middle-class woman. She is 

143 Cather, My Mortal Enemy, 26.
144 Cather, My Mortal Enemy, 62.
145 Cather,  A Lost Lady, 141.
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smart enough to realize that she is a beautiful, but voiceless puppet, who has to rely 

for her comfortable life on those who have the power to provide it – men. First it is 

her father – Marian explains that she was sent up (notice the passive voice again!) to a 

camp to spend the summer with her father's friends, and later, it is her husband, 

Captain Forrester, whom she met at the camp. In accordance with  the then-proper 

man/woman spheres, Captain Forrester uses his wife's services, and everything 

Marian uses in her life – the house, her dresses, her jewels, is provided by her 

husband: 

She was wearing her diamonds tonight […] Her husband had 
an archaic idea about jewels; a man bought them for his wife 
in  acknowledgment  of  things  he  could  not  gracefully  utter. 
They must be costly; they must show that he was able to buy 
them, and she was worthy to wear them.146

Although the Captain is a gentleman of strong character who adores his 

beautiful wife, he is also a realist. After his crippling horse accident, he becomes a 

fatherly protector rather then a virile husband to his young and vital wife. When 

Marian becomes romantically involved with the young, handsome Frank, her husband 

knows about their love affair, but never does anything. Instead of letting Marian go, 

he still takes pride in his wife's beauty, enjoys her services and keeps her attached to 

him. 

The Forrester's situation worsens when Captain Forrester looses all his wealth, 

and their summer country-house becomes the permanent residence. Although   Mr. 

Forrester is happy living in the peaceful, quiet Dakota countryside, Marian feels 

imprisoned. She is disconnected from their lively friends, and by this time, she is also 

worn out and exhausted from taking care of the household, garden and her husband: 

“She drudged in the kitchen, slept, half-dressed, in one of the chambers upstairs, kept 

herself going on black coffee and brandy.”147 When on a walk with her friend, she 

confides to him while looking around as “if she had fallen into a deep well”: “So that's 

what I'm struggling for, to get out of this hole […] out of it!”148 Nevertheless, even 

146 Cather, A Lost Lady, 41.
147 Cather, A Lost Lady, 118.
148 Cather, A Lost Lady, 107.
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though she suffers living in provincial Sweet Water, she never parts from her old, 

disabled husband. She only leaves the place when Mr. Forrester does not need her 

anymore - after his death. 

All three women in Cather's fiction had, at certain points of their lives, good 

reasons to leave their husbands and start their lives over again. Marie could certainly 

find a non-violent husband who would appreciate her qualities and make her happy. 

Myra, besides being young and charming when her husband started cheating on her, 

even has at her disposal courage and self-confidence to assert what she wants. 

Divorcing Oswald, she could have married a man of her social class, and enjoyed a 

contented life with someone who shared similar values. Marian, if freed early enough 

from Captain Forrester's impotent love/pride fatherly attachment, would as well be 

much happier. But Cather as a writer, although herself  very independent, and always 

ready to take a difficult individualist path, did not even consider  divorce as a 

possibility for her heroines.

 A common approach to battered or betrayed women of the time is illustrated 

in an 1896 article, called “Absoluteness of the Marriage Tie”. The article deals with 

adultery, which is called a 'demonic platonic love', and wives are advised  never to 

surrender their marriages: “[a woman] must work ever harder to be worthy of her 

husband and must never allow herself to be jealous. She must always love him and be 

kind to him.”149Why should women even consider following such absurd advice is not 

clear, and therefore it belongs to the group of questions that have been already asked, 

and not solved yet: Why would so many women, as truthfully portrayed in Cather's 

fiction, choose to stay with spouses who made their lives miserable, and often 

endangered even their very lives? To answer this complex riddle, it is necessary to ask 

two more questions: What were women's legal rights and position in  society at the 

time? What consequences could they expect if they divorced? 

3.3.4. The Factual Impossibility of Divorce 

Firstly, in the 19th and the beginning of the 20th centuries, a divorce was a 

scandal. Even such a progressive woman as the feminist Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

149 Fink, Agrarian Women, 79.
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(1815-1902) spent the last 20 years of her life separated, rather than divorced, from 

her husband. Secondly, in American patriarchal society following the old traditional 

practice of coverture, a married woman had no legal identity apart from her husband. 

The system of coverture, based on  English common law, kept women in a 

subordinated, dependent position. Upon marriage, a woman lost (more or less 

depending on the U.S. states her separate identity, becoming the  wife of Mr. X, or in 

other words, she was from then on covered by her husband's civic identity. A woman 

interviewed for Deborah Fink's work on the lives of rural Nebraska wives, explains: 

“On those isolated farms, how would a lady get out to get a divorce? […] Back in 

those days, I believe the man just managed things mostly on his own. I think he was a 

boss.”150

By the time the example divorce petitions shown in this paper were filed, Iowa 

law permitted married women to keep their earnings and property if they earned it 

outside their households, for instance by teaching in a  school. However, most of the 

women could not work outside the home, and lacked any choice by being legally tied 

to men. Other reasons partially overlap with the system of coverture, since the basic 

premise of coverture is patriarchy, and the fundamental postulate of a patriarchy is the 

gendered division of spheres.   Probably the most important reasons are these 

following, and once entangled and intertwined, they formed an inescapable 

confinement: 

1.Until 1850s151, women had no access to higher education – they were not admitted 

to universities, their only “proper” sphere was domestic. Man were identified with 

education and wage-earning, women with household and child-bearing.

2.The term “marital rape” was unknown, as the husband had the right to a wife's body. 

Children of the couple were another tie which bound a woman to an abusive husband.

3. For women, especially those living in rural areas, it was difficult to find a job 

outside of the home. Low pay and a gendered division of jobs made it impossible for 

working women to support themselves.

150 Fink, Agrarian Women, 79.
151 The year could be different for each state of the Union. In Iowa, for example,women and men have 

been  admitted to study at  the University of Iowa  on equal basis since 1855. This makes the 
University of Iowa  the first public university in the United states to allow such innovation.
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4.Women had no right to vote, therefore they were not able to legally challenge and 

change their status. Until 1920, they were being relegated to an inferior position in 

society with limited options to influence laws. Husbands ruled as men made laws.

Until the women's rights movement, and its diligent grass-roots work 

succeeded in changing some archaic (although some are still in force!) domestic, 

working and civic laws, women were trapped in their marriages. In an interview about 

life in rural Nebraska, a  farmer  born in 1903 summarizes the sad position of the 

wives: […] women couldn't leave the farms because they had no transportation of 

their own. Possibly, he said, a woman might 'go home to Mama,' but she had no 

option of living on her own.152 Even new laws, such as the Married Women's Property 

Act (adopted in 1850s and beyond), that made women at least partially independent of 

men, could not change the historical restrain women were subjected to. Divorce, 

although a legal procedure, was still not an option, because a woman was not 

perceived as an autonomous person. Based on women's position in the traditionally 

patriarchal U.S. society, a divorce for all women, but especially for those of the lower 

class or midwestern farm families, would equal  economic and civil suicide.

152 Fink, Agrarian Women,  79.
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Chapter 4: The Women's Rights Movement and Willa Cather's Fiction 

As has been shown in previous chapters, Cather's heroines, even if  naturally 

strong, talented, and ready to follow their dreams, were still  disadvantaged by their 

gender, and therefore also by the then existing laws. In Cather's fictional characters, 

we can follow certain patterns of resistance towards a strict division of gender 

spheres, but they were still scattered voices that only later merged into an influential 

and powerful wave. When Cather wrote and published the  works which are used as 

examples in this thesis: O Pioneers! in 1913, My  Ántonia 1918, A Lost Lady 1923,  

My Mortal Enemy 1926, and Obscure Destinies (“Old Mrs. Harris”) 1932,  women 

had already achieved some victories and improvements in their domestic and public 

status. However, the  transformation was slow, and it did not happen  because a few of 

them were gifted individuals, but rather because of the great, constant  pressure of an 

organized women's movement. 

4.1. Grievances and Power of Organized Women 

 The significance of the Seneca Falls convention in 1848, which should be 

considered the beginning of the organized women's rights movement, has been 

already mentioned.  Its manifesto, The Declaration of Sentiments153,   provided a 

model for   women's emancipation (the right of  self-determination, freedom from 

oppressive restrictions on the basis of  sex, a change in the definition of gender role), 

as well as for their civil rights (to hold office, vote, and have  access to higher 

education). 

Likewise, it is important to note that although the first organized attempts to 

free women from the bondage of   U.S. patriarchal society were connected with other 

human rights movements, such as abolitionism, the  women's agenda became 

separated later. This deflection was clearly strategic, for women had a better chance to 

assert their rights and  challenge laws if their agenda followed only one objective. 

However, the criticism and writing  of  sisters Sarah (1792-1873) and Angelina (1805-

1879) Grimké, Emma Hart Willard (1787 – 1870), Margaret Fuller (1810-1850) and 

153 Text in Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, pp 264-266.
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others was highly influential, and established a platform  upon which the later 

women's rights movements could be built. 

 Looking back at  the Declaration of Sentiments (1848), the manifesto that 

outlined women's grievances and set the agenda for the women's movement for next 

hundred and fifty years, contemporary historian Gerda Lerner comments: “The 

women's rights demands first raised at Seneca Falls have in the United States been 

generally achieved for middle-class  white women. They have been partially achieved 

for working class women and women of color, but progress has been very uneven.”154 

 The Married Women Property Acts (1848 and on), which have been already 

discussed in Chapter 3.2.1., helped women legally hold, sell or  transfer their separate 

personal property and “carry on any trade or business, and perform any labor or 

services on her sole and separate account, and the earnings of any married woman 

from her trade [...]”155 Again, different states had their own versions of this law, but 

the  logical result of all of them was that women,  earning and  keeping their own 

money, had to pay their own taxes as well. Women, discontented with a situation 

where they must pay taxes but did not have any political rights (for example to vote, 

sit in a jury or hold office), recalled the words of Abigail Smith Adams. An active 

advocate of married women's  property rights,  the wife of one president and mother 

of the other156, Adams proclaimed in the name of the American women: “We will not 

hold ourselves bound to obey laws in which we have no voice or representation.”157 

In 1876, one hundred years after the signing Declaration of Independence, 

Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton (then president of  the National 

Woman Suffrage Association) arranged a peaceful protest meeting. Pointing at the 

rebellion of the colonies against Great Britain in 1776 and its cause, they  compared, 

in their “Declaration of Rights”, the subservient position of U.S.  women citizens  to 

the one of the American colonists.   Taxation without representation and other wrongs 

were  declared  a violation of  the fundamental principles of the U.S. government. 

154 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 262.
155 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 268.
156 Abigail Adams (1744-1818), married to  John Adams, the 2nd president, and  mother of John 

Quincy Adams, the 6th president of the United States.
157  Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 332.
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During the 1876 protest meeting,  the Declaration of Rights , a document following 

the Declaration of Sentiments, was read. Among other pronouncements, women also 

proclaimed: 

[...] we cannot forget, even in this glad hour, that while all men 
of every race, and clime, and conditions, have been invested 
with the full rights of citizenship under our hospitable flag, all 
women still suffer the degradation of disfranchisement. [...]It 
was the boast of the founders of the republic, that the rights for 
which they contended were the  rights  of  humane nature.  If 
these rights are ignored in the case of one-half the people, the 
nation is surely preparing for its downfall.158

Citizenship and its different concept for each of the two genders became a hot 

issue. Although  women, due to the  new laws that ensured women's equality with 

men, were becoming more autonomous, other laws, working against this progress, 

appeared as well. As an example, we refer to the 1907 Citizenship Act.  Laws such as 

The Citizenship Act proved that, despite the fact that the  practice of coverture was 

weakening, a woman was still considered a component of her husband. According to 

the common law and early American practice, white women, as well as men, became 

citizens either by birth or by their own choice to be naturalized. As a consequence of 

the 1907 Act, women could become involuntarily expatriated, which is traditionally a 

punishment reserved for serious crimes, such as treason. And when could American 

women lose their citizenship and become stateless? If they committed the  crime of 

marrying a foreigner, as did Ethel Mackenzie in 1909159. Well documented in the 

Supreme Court  archives as  “Mackenzie v. Hare”, it gives us interesting information 

about women's autonomy in 1915, when it was processed. Mrs. Mackenzie  lost her 

case against Congress,  and  in the court conclusion, we can  read why:

[...] The identity of husband and wife is an ancient principle of 
our  jurisprudence.  […]  The  law  controversy  deals  with  a 
condition  voluntarily  entered  into  […]  The  marriage  of  an 
American  woman  with  a  foreigner  has  consequences  […] 
similar  to  her  physical  expatriation.  [Marriage  to  a  foreign 
man]  is  as  voluntary  and distinctive  as  expatriation  and its 

158 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 332.
159 Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 427.
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consequence must be considered as elected.160 

In case it is not clear what, in the twentieth century, was  meant by “an ancient 

principle of jurisprudence”  that could deprive an American citizen of the female sex 

of her citizenship, the answer is the archaic English Common Law. Even with  the 14th 

Amendment to the U. S. Constitution161 (adopted in 1868)  in force, it was still the old, 

patriarchal, discriminatory law ruling over women's lives. To make the picture of 

“equality” between the U.S. citizens complete, if  the groom was  an American male 

and the bride a foreigner, nobody would ever question his citizenship, since there was 

no such law.  No wonder then that the Citizenship Act of 1907 was one of the burning 

issues on suffragists' agenda.  However, its repeal, as well as many other 

discriminatory laws, had to wait until women won the suffrage right and were able 

directly  vote against it. In spite  of the diligent political work of the suffrage 

movement, women citizens did not win the right to vote until 1920. 

4.2. Cather and Cause of All Women

Considering the need of some of  the Cather's heroines' for autonomy, 

independence and self-determination,  it is more than probable that they would 

perceive the women's  right to vote  as significant. Especially Alexandra Bergson, 

Lena Lingard, Tiny Soderball or Frances Harling could be seen as  the prototypical 

feminists. All of them  self-reliant, interested in the well-being of others (especially of 

other women),  and able to compete and win their cases in the sphere of men, they 

would be perfect candidates for defenders of women's right's. However, on the issue 

of  women's mass organizations and  suffrage,  Cather is either deprecative or silent.

 Her “laissez faire” attitude did not leave her even during the period of 1910-

1925,  when the feminists' fight to solve the burning matters of women's rights was 

reaching its peak. The important women's rights issues described above were dealt 

160  Kerber, de Hart, and Dayton, 428.
161 14th Amendment, Section 1. All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to 

the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No 
State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of 
the United States; nor shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due 
process of law; nor deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 
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with exactly at the same time that Cather was working on her first novels. In Isolation 

and Mascarade,  Frances Kaye raises the  question of whether  it is possible to 

separate art from politics. At the end of her work, she comes to the same conclusion 

as Judith Fetterley - that literature itself is political. Then she concludes  that  aspects 

of  Cather's political and philosophical beliefs and her elitism distanced her from the 

cause of all women.162 

Problem with such arguments I see in the fact that an artist does not have to be 

a political activist to produce work that would, by its content, contribute to political 

and social changes.  Frances Kaye also writes, that she is concerned with the 

intersection of ideas and language with the social and historical. In case of Cather, she 

sees her as “a writer whose own believes are mirrored in her writings, which thus 

construct an ideology […] of a particular kind of society with distinctive and 

restrictive gender relations.”163 As has been showed in this thesis, especially in 

Chapter 3 which deals with problematic issues of US women's status,  in Cather's' 

writing  can be found  many examples of such mirroring. The examples from Cather's 

fiction used in this paper demonstrate that in her writing, she actually payed attention 

to “cause of all women”. Her heroines have to deal with severe  restrictions and 

problems, which, although seemingly arising from their love relationships, have their 

roots in the U.S. law system and rigid patriarchal  society. Victoria Templeton, 

Ántonia Shimerda, Marie Shabata, Myra Henshaw, Marian Forrester – they all and 

their marital problems described in this work in a contemporary legal context, could 

serve as examples. In Alexandra Bergson's case,  her experience with masculine 

domination (her brothers, her friend Marie Shabata...) brings her to conclusion, that if 

she wants to marry and not become a victim of male superiority and dominance, she 

should marry a friend rather then a lover. Employing friendship as a base for men-

women relationship and marriage, Cather is again, by establishing a revised model of 

male-female bond, supporting the cause of all women. 

Cather, besides being a talented artist also   had a gift of indirect 

empowerment of women. Although not an active feminist  in organized women's 

162 Kaye,  2-5.
163 Kaye, 2. 
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movements,  her writing gives an objective picture of female gender inequality, 

provoking readers (both men and women) to ask questions about women's rights. As 

Elaine Showalter points out, “women's fiction was a double-voiced discourse, 

containing a 'dominant' and 'muted' story.”164 Applying this statement to Cather's 

fiction, the dominant elements of her work are that of creating strong, self-reliant 

heroines who could join the masculine heroes in the national frontier/Western fiction. 

As well,  her frequent celebration of a beauty of the U.S. countryside, where she 

placed many of the stories of her  heroines, could be considered  “dominant”. By her 

precise portrayal  of the lives of  women during the colonization of the American 

West, Cather connected her heroines with the bigger picture,  contributing to the 

development of the  identity of the American nation. Although some critics (Kaye, 

Acocella) have argued that  Cather's stories cannot empower women, because she 

created  exceptional rather then common women heroines, I believe that such 

argument is false. Cather's heroines had to be strong and exceptional, for  it is a 

strong-minded, winning hero that is always used as a standard model,  defining the 

quality of any national character. No nation wants to see itself weak and loosing, but 

rather courageous and winning. 

The “muted stories” in Cather's writing are exactly those that were examined 

in  this thesis – the life stories of her heroines affected by English Common Law and 

other U.S. legislation. Cather's concern with status of women and their unequal 

position can be found, for example, in her (her narrator's) laconic remark in A Lost  

Lady: “Morals were different in those days.”165 What Cather really means by this 

statement  is revealed later in her story; it is not morals themselves that differed, it 

were the social consequences of men's and women' sexual behavior that were 

different. 

The fact that Cather was able, due to her artistic skills, support the feelings and 

states of mind of the heroines with a lyrical portrayal of nature, does not interfere with 

her realistic depiction of the nineteenth-century women's status.  Cather's sensuous 

perception and its emotional content turn  nature into a “romantic subject”, that later 

164 Acocella, 43.
165 Cather, A Lost Lady, 40.
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became known as “elevated quotidian” – “the landscape of soul”, or more accurately 

the landscape as a condition of a soul.166  Such “condition of a soul” is for example 

little  Jim Burden's first encounter with Nebraska. Jim, the narrator of semi-

autobiographical My Ántonia, is an alter-ego of the ten-year-old Willa Cather who was 

brought to unsettled Nebraska from the East Coast: “There was nothing but land: not a 

country at all, but the material out of which countries are made. […] I had the feeling 

that the world was left behind, that we had got over to the edge of it, and were outside 

man's jurisdiction.”167  As Jim/Willa becomes more comfortable with the new home, 

his/her personal impression and feelings towards the surrounding landscape brighten: 

“As I looked about me, I felt that the grass was the country, as the water is the sea. 

The red of the grass made all the great prairie the color of wine-stains, or of certain 

seaweeds when they are first washed up. And there was so much motion in it, the 

whole country seemed, somehow, to be running.”168 When Nebraska becomes 

Jim's/Willa's real home,  he/she develops a close and harmonious connection with the 

surrounding nature. Here is  Cather's description of  experience of taking a rest in a 

solitude of  grandmother's garden: 

I kept as still as I could. Nothing happened. I didn't expect 
anything to happen. I was something that lay under the sun 
and felt it, like the pumpkins, and I didn't want to be anything 
more. I was entirely happy. Perhaps we feel like when we die 
and become a part of something entire, whether it is sun and 
air, or goodness and knowledge.169

 Evidence of Cather's ability to lyrically  express  realistic situations  and  deep 

emotions of her heroes, could be found in all her novels and stories. Another example 

comes from  O Pioneers!. One sunny afternoon,  Alexandra Bergson is working on 

her garden and Carl, her close friend, is coming to see her. Both of them are enjoying 

late summer beauty of the Nebraska countryside: “The air was cool enough to make 

the warm sun pleasant on one's back and shoulders, and so clear that the eye could 

follow a hawk up and up, into the blazing depths of the sky. Even Carl, never a very 

166 Zdeněk Hrbata and Martin Procházka, Romantismus a romantismy (Praha: Karolinum, 2005) 52.
167 Cather, My Ántonia, 7.
168 Cather, My Ántonia, 10.
169 Cather, My Ántonia, 12.
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cheerful boy […] loved the country on days like this, felt something strong and young 

and wild come out of it, that laughed at care.”170 When Carl tells Alexandra that he 

would soon leave Nebraska for good, Alexandra's feelings of sadness are described 

through the description of the countryside: “Alexandra rose and looked around. A 

golden afterglow throbbed in the west, but the country already looked empty and 

mournful.”171 Examples of Cather's lyrical depiction of hard reality of human 

interrelations could be numerous. One last example comes from O Pioneers!, and 

takes place right after Alexandra and her greedy brother's unpleasant encounter 

concerning property, men's privileges and American laws.  Alexandra feels tired and 

lonely, but at the same time optimistic about the future: 

Alexandra drew her shawl closer about her and stood leaning 
against  the  frame  of  the  mill,  looking  at  the  stars  which 
glittered so keenly through the frosty autumn air. She always 
liked to watch them, to think of their vastness and distance, 
and of their ordered march. It fortified her to reflect upon the 
great operations of nature, and when she thought of the law 
that lay behind them, she felt a sense of personal security. That 
night, she had a new consciousness of the country, felt almost 
new relation to it. […] She had felt as if her heart were hiding 
down there, somewhere, with the quail and the plover and all 
the little wild things that  crooned or buzzed under the sun. 
Under the long shaggy ridges, she felt the future stirring.172

 For Cather, writing was the fulfillment of her life, and the artistic properties of 

her work were of the highest importance to her.  However, putting her heroines into 

the specific situations and  plots she had constructed in order to reveal their social 

inequality with men, Cather  proved  her awareness of women's disadvantaged status. 

“ She often subverted her own romances by portraying the violence that had existed in 

the past,”173 says Blanche H. Gelfant  about Cather in her introduction to O Pioneers!.  

Example of  a first rate violence entangled with gender, power and law, can be found 

in My Ántonia. When the state of Nebraska passes a new law guaranteeing the 

surviving wife a third of her husband's estate under all conditions, despicable money-

170 Cather, O Pioneers! 35.
171 Cather, O Pioneers! 35.
172  Cather, O Pioneers! 45.
173  Willa Cather, O Pioneers! (New York: Penguin Books, 1989) xxiv.
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lender Wick Cutter is  tormented by the idea of his wife outliving him and sharing 

“his” property  with “her people”, whom he violently hates. To prevent such situation, 

he murders her. Immediately afterwards, he shoots himself, but before he dies, he 

calls whiteness' to see him still alive - to prove that he outlived his wife.174 Wick 

Cutter's masculine need of controlling his wife goes so far  that instead of realizing 

the absurdity and hideousness of his doing, he explains to the neighbors that  by 

killing his wife, he put his affairs  “in order”.175 

174 Cather,  My Ántonia, 171.
175 Cather,  My Ántonia, 171. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion - An Independent Feminist  

Based on everything what  has been presented  and explained in this work, it 

can be concluded that although Willa Cather was an individualist who would 

ferociously mock other women in the world of art, she was also a compassionate 

story-teller of  both exceptional and common women's narratives. By letting some of 

her heroines suffer in their inferior social positions, and by supporting her heroines' 

feelings and emotions by her skillful descriptions of the  “conditions of their souls,” 

Cather drew readers' attention to their social and political status. Marilee Lindeman 

adds, that Cather sought to formulate a model of creativity rooted in the womanly 

“gift of sympathy”.176. 

This study intended to add another implication and reading of Willa Cather's 

narratives of exemplary and common women's lives. Cather's excellent observational 

and artistic talents made possible to connect the two seemingly contradictory 

substances. In her writing, the lyrical depiction of the countryside which goes hand in 

hand with her heroines' portrayals  as mythical  beings (for example her favorite Earth 

Mother ), is  seamlessly  united with the very epic, down to earth plots and subplots. 

In scholarly interpretations of her work, Cather and her work are usually 

assigned to the strictly delineated  partitions, according to different critical concepts or 

artistic and literary categories. However, I believe that the strength and value of 

Cather's writing lies in the intersection of many concepts that she was able to implant 

into her work, and which, subsequently, multiply the effect of one another. Only if we 

do not dissect her work into the separate pieces,  giving them distinct names and 

allocating them into exact and steady categories, we will be able to perceive and 

appreciate her  significance. Keeping this in mind while analyzing her texts, another 

picture of Willa Cather, the writer, and the person, would  thus emerge. 

If we  regard Cather's  putative traditionalism together with the power and 

beauty of her art, Willa Cather will, as a result,  stand out great deal more human. Her 

lyrical descriptions and pastoral portrayals of the country  amplify  the realistic 

situations and important  moments in the lives of her heroines. At the same time,  the 

176  O' Brien, ed., New Essays on My Ántonia,128.
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realistic settings and her characters' emotionally arduous  situations make stage for 

the beauty and the sublime of  her lyrics. The power of her art can then, in many 

situations, bring out the  needed emotions, reactions and changes more distinctly then 

mere account  of men's wrongs on women, used by feminists active in women's 

emancipation movement. Understanding that, we can therefore, in accordance with 

Kaye's  reasoning177,  call Cather's art  political. The fact that Cather herself was not 

an active member of the women's movement does not make her “literature” less 

political. 

The number of possible readings of Cather's narratives is inexhaustible, but we 

can only receive the  undistorted picture of her true genius if we examine every novel 

or story as a compact entity. This thesis  cannot, due to its scope, deal in detail with 

Cather's use of figurative language and  lyrical components of her writing. On the 

other hand, it does not want to demean it, as some feminist critics tried to do. 

Therefore it is important to acknowledge, that although this paper deals with legal 

aspects of Cather's heroines lives, Cather's art (including lyrical properties of her 

writing) supports, rather then displaces many of these issues. 

In Chapter 1 of this thesis, Cather's creation of a new hero of American 

national mythology, the self-reliant, independent heroine is pointed out. Inserting a 

woman with different identity than a mother, wife or prostitute into a national ethos, 

Cather gave all women chance to re-consider where they would like to see 

themselves. Chapter 2 reveals that although Cather constructed a wide variety of 

women characters, she was well aware of their connecting link – the English Common 

Law. The portrayal of the gendered inequality in a patriarchal society takes different 

shapes and turns in every of her novels and stories. Chapter 3 confirms Cather's 

insight into the gendered division of spheres, domestic problematic and women's 

disadvantaged  social position. Various examples of her depictions of women's 

inferior status are presented.  Chapter 4 illustrates, that Cather's writing was 

supporting women, and the  stories based on gender inequality she used in her plots 

drew from real women's status.  The subordinate position of women and gendered 

division of spheres  that was being challenged by the organized women's movement 

177 Page 63 of this thesis.
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Cather included in her fictional plots, regarding it as a foundation for many women's 

unfulfilled or unhappy lives. The fifth chapter brings all the problems and issues 

opened here together.

As has been shown it this thesis, the subtext in Cather's work  and her 

seemingly simple “strong women's stories”  present the  drawbacks of  women's lives 

and their unequal position in the strictly patriarchal, genderly divided society. 

Although Cather was not active in women's rights movement, her significance in 

connection with struggle  for women's rights should not be questioned. Instead of 

attending political meetings or  promoting a feminist agenda, it was through her art, 

she contributed hugely to the cause of women. As a canonical writer of American 

literature, she effectively shaped  readers' awareness of  roles and positions of  women 

living in the U.S. society under the Common Law and men's hegemony. In making 

such choice and creating her women characters the way she did, she paradoxically 

showed that the organized women's movement to attain  women's equality with men, 

was very much needed.
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