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About the book

In "A Jury of Her Peers," Elaine Showalter takes readers on a revealing

exploration through the literary history of American women. Spanning two

centuries, this captivating narrative sheds light on the multifaceted tapestry

of women's voices that have long been marginalized, overlooked, or

diminished. Rooted in a deep understanding of gender dynamics, Showalter

not only chronicles the evolution of women's literature but also emphasizes

its immense transformative power and cultural significance. By weaving

personal stories, literary analysis, and historical context, Showalter brings to

the forefront women authors and their groundbreaking works, illuminating

the broader social and historical forces that shaped their narratives. This

book not only serves as a tribute to the resilience and creativity of these

women but also invites readers to consider whose stories get told and the

implications of those omissions. Jump into this meticulously researched and

beautifully written tribute to an often underrepresented segment of literary

history, and allow "A Jury of Her Peers" to challenge your understanding of

American literature's rich and varied landscape.
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About the author

Elaine Showalter is a renowned American literary critic, feminist, and

cultural historian known for her influential works on the evolution of female

literary traditions. Born on January 21, 1941, in Cambridge, Massachusetts,

she pursued an impressive academic career that spanned decades, teaching at

distinguished institutions such as Rutgers University and Princeton

University. Showalter is celebrated for her groundbreaking book, "A

Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing,"

which meticulously chronicles the history of women writers, providing them

with a unique literary space and voice, previously overshadowed by male

counterparts. Her expertise extends beyond literature; she has written

extensively on diverse subjects, including psychiatry and cultural studies,

making substantial contributions to understanding gender dynamics in

society. As an advocate for feminist literary criticism, Showalter has played

a crucial role in redefining the academic approach towards the literary

achievements and challenges faced by women, solidifying her legacy as a

pioneering figure in both feminist literature and academia.
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Chapter 1 Summary: - A New Literature Springs Up in
the New World

A New Literature Springs Up in the New World

From the very start, women were instrumental in shaping the literary

landscape of the New World. Among the pioneers were Anne Bradstreet and

Mary Rowlandson, who journeyed from England and endured the harsh

realities of life in the Massachusetts wilderness. Their writings laid the

groundwork for themes that would resonate with American women writers

for centuries, touching on domestic life and interracial encounters with

Native American cultures.

Anne Bradstreet: A Poet Crowned with Parsley

Anne Bradstreet's work, "The Tenth Muse Lately Sprung Up in America"

(1650), was a landmark as the first book by a woman in America, despite

being published in London. Her poetry, deeply rooted in New England's

Puritan culture, deftly balanced domestic themes and complex intellectual

pursuits. Daughter of Thomas Dudley, Bradstreet was educated in several

languages and access to a rich library in England, which nurtured her poetic

ambitions from a young age. Upon marrying Simon Bradstreet, she faced the
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adversities of early colonial life, raising eight children while coping with

illness and loss.

Her poetry addressed grand themes like the legitimacy of rulers through

works such as "The Four Monarchies," while maintaining a thoughtful

modesty about her role compared to male contemporaries. She presented

herself as a humble writer, requesting acknowledgment of women's

contributions. Despite societal restrictions, Bradstreet's work was celebrated

and gained recognition both in the New World and England.

In later years, amidst personal trials, Bradstreet continued to write,

producing poignant works like "In Reference to Her Children" and "Verses

Upon the Burning of Our House," epitomizing a blend of personal reflection

and faith.

Mary Rowlandson: A Woman in Captivity

Mary Rowlandson's literary journey was sparked by the harrowing

experience of being held captive by Narragansett Indians during King

Philip's War. Her memoir, "A True History of the Captivity and Restoration

of Mrs. Mary Rowlandson" (1682), introduced the Indian captivity narrative,

capturing the imagination of readers on both sides of the Atlantic.
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Born in England, Rowlandson emigrated to New England, where she

married the Reverend Joseph Rowlandson. Her serene life was shattered

during an Indian raid in 1676, resulting in the death of her youngest child

and her subsequent ordeal as a captive. Throughout her captivity,

Rowlandson's observant nature shone through her writing, articulating the

complexities of her experiences and the humanity of her captors.

Although initially regarded with a critical lens for its portrayal of Native

Americans, Rowlandson's narrative is now considered a nuanced reflection

of its time. Her account revealed her adaptability and resilience, using her

skills in sewing and knitting to survive her ordeal. Eventually ransomed,

Rowlandson returned to a changed world, confronting post-traumatic stress

while remaining steadfast in her faith.

The Indian captivity narrative, as pioneered by Rowlandson, became a

foundational genre in American literature, highlighting women's abilities to

navigate and survive hostile environments, and setting the stage for future

explorations of intercultural encounters.

Conclusion

Anne Bradstreet and Mary Rowlandson, though writing from vastly different

experiences, both defied the limitations of their time, contributing seminal

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


works that shaped the landscape of early American literature. They

navigated personal struggles and societal constraints, pioneering themes of

domesticity, faith, and cultural encounters that resonate to this day. Their

legacy opened doors for women writers to express complexities beyond

domestic confines, exploring broader themes of identity and resilience in a

developing nation.
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Chapter 2 Summary: - Revolution: Women's Rights and
Women's Writing

Summary: Revolution: Women's Rights and Women's Writing

Throughout the first half of the 18th century, American women published

very little, largely contributing to private forms like letters and diaries.

However, with the dawn of the Revolution, women's voices began to emerge

in public literary spaces. In colonial newspapers, women aired grievances

about societal norms, sometimes sparking dialogue through poetry and

letters. Despite the dry period for American male literature, the English

novel flourished with contributions from both genders across England. By

the late 18th century, inspired by England’s pioneering women writers and

the revolutionary ethos, American women began publishing their works. The

emergence of female academies in New England marked the beginning of

formal education for women, promoting a culture of writing, critical

thinking, and even satire.

This revolutionary period witnessed an outpour of new literature by women

who embraced the cause of liberty and feminism. Key figures like Mercy

Otis Warren, Phillis Wheatley, Judith Sargent Murray, and Susanna Rowson

broke free from past constraints to claim their literary prowess. They became

vocal for gender equality and cultural contributions, despite social barriers.
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Mercy Otis Warren: The Dramatist

Mercy Otis Warren (1728-1814) leveraged the American Revolution's drama

in her works, recognizing its historical magnitude. Educated informally

through family resources and after marrying James Warren, Mercy Otis'

home became a revolutionary hub. Her correspondence with British historian

Catherine Macaulay symbolized transatlantic female alliances fostering

political discourse. Warren used poetry and drama to satirize political

figures, reflecting the revolutionary spirit. Despite a colloquial style in her

correspondence, Warren's literature was marked by neoclassical conventions.

Her historical plays captured contemporary political tensions, although her

works needed annotations due to dense historical references.

Phillis Wheatley: The African-American Poet

Phillis Wheatley (ca. 1753-1784), heralded as a foundational figure in black

literary history, surmounted immense obstacles to publish refined

neoclassical poetry. Arriving in Boston at a young age as a slave, Wheatley

displayed extraordinary intellectual prowess mastered through limited family

schooling. Her eloquence shifted societal perceptions, proving a

counter-narrative to racial stereotypes. When Bostonians doubted her
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authorship, an assembly of figures like John Hancock verified her talent.

Despite her poetry echoing English literary styles, Wheatley’s remarkable

journey underscored African potential for learning and art. Despite societal

barriers and personal hardships, she remains celebrated for pioneering

African-American literature.

Judith Sargent Murray: First Feminist

Judith Sargent Murray (1751-1820) emerged as a pioneering feminist writer,

championing women's rights through essays and plays. Rebuffing Calvinism

in favor of universal salvation after personal losses, Murray turned to writing

for financial stability. Her 1790 essay, “On the Equality of the Sexes,”

contested gendered intellectual biases and advocated educational reforms for

women. Embracing influences from contemporaries like Mary

Wollstonecraft, Murray under a male pseudonym explored literary critique

and drama. Her plays and writings engaged with philosophical themes and

underscored women’s capacity for governance and influence, paving the

way for future gender discourse.

Susanna Rowson: The Novelist

Susanna Rowson (1762-1824) became the first best-selling American
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woman novelist, with her work, "Charlotte Temple," resonating widely.

Born in England and emigrating twice to America, Rowson’s multifaceted

career spanned acting, writing, and education. Her theatrical roots informed

her novels, and she produced works across genres. "Charlotte Temple"

captivated audiences with its moralistic cautionary tale for young women.

Rowson’s engaging narrative voice navigated complex themes of women’s

vulnerabilities in society, resonating with readers across demographics.

Transitioning to education, Rowson influenced future generations with

textbooks affirming the importance of women's education and moral

integrity. Her influence set a precedent for American women novelists

balancing public respectability and literary success. 

This era marked a revolutionary awakening for American women in

literature, amplifying their voices and laying foundations for literary and

societal transformation.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Gender equality: Embracing female literary voices

Critical Interpretation: You might feel inspired by the powerful

resurgence of female voices in literature during the revolutionary

period. This era showcased women overcoming societal constraints

and making their mark in public literary spaces. Just as Mercy Otis

Warren, Phillis Wheatley, Judith Sargent Murray, and Susanna

Rowson harnessed their skills to contribute to the dialogue on liberty

and equality, you too can embrace your unique voice, no matter the

challenges or cultural barriers you may face. Their stories remind you

of the importance of stepping forward, sharing your perspectives, and

championing the cause of gender equality. As you acknowledge their

bravery, let it propel you to voice your thoughts proudly in spaces

where they once seemed silenced, carving a path forward for future

generations to follow.
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Chapter 3 Summary: - Their Native Land

The chapter "Their Native Land" discusses the burgeoning American literary

 scene of the early 19th century, focusing on the contributions and

challenges of prominent women writers like Catharine Maria Sedgwick,

Lydia Maria Child, and Caroline Kirkland. This period, marked by the

question from Sydney Smith mocking American literature, saw the

emergence of these women who were inspired by both the Romantic style of

British authors such as Walter Scott and Ann Radcliffe and the desire to

create a distinctly American literary voice.

Sedgwick, Child, and Kirkland were motivated by post-revolutionary ideals

that celebrated intellectual equality and sought to elevate the reputation of

American women and the country's rich historical tapestry. Sedgwick,

known for her New England settings, combined the gothic tradition with

narratives that subtly challenged societal norms, often crafting tales with

feminist undertones. She boldly addressed issues such as slavery and societal

reform, though she remained conservative in certain respects, reflecting her

ambivalence about her role as a female author.

Lydia Maria Child, on the other hand, was a more openly radical figure,

advocating forcefully for abolition and racial equality, and championing

intermarriage as a path toward racial harmony. Despite being primarily

recognized for her Thanksgiving poem, Child's literary output was diverse
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and significant in shaping numerous literary genres. Her upbringing in

various socio-cultural environments, coupled with profound intellectual

guidance from her brother, contributed to her fearlessness in tackling

complex, and often controversial, subjects.

Caroline Kirkland offered a humorous and critical portrayal of frontier life in

Michigan, using satire to candidly depict the daily life and social dynamics

in newly settled regions of America. Despite the popularity of her work, her

unapologetic candor resulted in backlash from the very community she

depicted, underscoring the risks faced by women writers who dared to

honestly portray their surroundings.

These authors were part of a broader movement among American women

who were publishing both fiction and periodicals, at a time when the

publishing field was still largely male-dominated. Their works laid the

groundwork for future American literature, challenging the constraints of

English literary supremacy and striving toward cultural and literary

independence.

Despite their groundbreaking contributions, these women often faced

conflicting societal expectations about femininity and intellect. Some, like

Sedgwick, expressed ambivalence toward their success, caught between their

literary ambitions and societal pressures. Others, like Child, found the

demands of domestic life overwhelming, despite their literary prowess.
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Through their achievements and struggles, Sedgwick, Child, and Kirkland

paved the way for an evolving American literary tradition that would inspire

future generations of writers. Their efforts reflected not only a dedication to

creating American literature but also a persistent quest for a more egalitarian

society, even as they grappled with the limitations and contradictions of their

roles as women writers in a transformative yet challenging era.
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Chapter 4: - Finding a Form

The chapters "Finding a Form" and "A Music of Their Own" explore the

 quest for originality in American literature during the 1840s, focusing on

the emergence of American genius and the potential role of women in this

creative endeavor. The text begins by discussing the cultural anticipation of

a "poet-hero" who would define American literature and realize the vast

potential of the nation. This expectation extended to both male and female

writers, challenging traditional gender roles and literary forms.

Margaret Fuller emerges as a central figure in this narrative. A pioneering

feminist intellectual, Fuller was deeply engaged in the question of whether a

woman could be the "Master genius" of American literature. Her work

advocated for the emancipation of women and sought to carve out a new

literary identity free from the constraints of traditional masculine forms.

Fuller struggled to find a form that would suit her aspirations and enable her

self-expression, blending elements of poetry, philosophy, and narrative. Her

influential treatise "Woman in the Nineteenth Century" highlights her vision

of a female poet-redeemer who would transform women's lives.

Fuller’s life story is marked by intellectual brilliance and emotional conflict,

as she navigated the tension between public and private life, intellect, and

femininity. Her unconventional relationships and later travels in Europe

where she met revolutionary figures reflect her commitment to personal and
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creative freedom. Fuller’s ideas laid the groundwork for later feminist

thought, resonating with future generations of women writers.

The chapter "A Music of Their Own" examines the challenges faced by

women poets in finding creative forms that resonated with their experiences.

Women writers were often steered towards poetry, seen as a suitable and

feminine art form. However, their works were generally classified as

sentimental and lacking in substance. Despite these constraints, some

women poets managed to infuse their works with subtle complexity and

subversion.

Frances Sargent Osgood and Maria Gowen Brooks are highlighted as

examples of poets who navigated the expectations of their time, employing

wit and depth in their works. Lydia Huntley Sigourney, known for her

prodigious output, skillfully used her platform to advocate for social issues,

notably the plight of Native Americans.

Anna Cora Mowatt, originally known for her public poetry readings, gained

fame through her play "Fashion," a satirical commentary on American

cultural pretensions that resonated with audiences and critics alike. Her work

anticipated modern discussions on gender roles and societal norms,

establishing her as a notable figure in American literary history.

These chapters collectively underscore the resilience and creativity of
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women writers in the 1840s, who, despite societal limitations, contributed

significantly to the burgeoning American literary identity. They challenged

conventions and paved the way for future generations, forming a critical

foundation for American women’s literature in subsequent decades.
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Chapter 5 Summary: - Masterpieces and Mass Markets

Masterpieces and Mass Markets

The 1850s were a crucial era for American literature, marked by the tension

between popular, predominantly feminine, fiction and elite, mostly male,

literary masterpieces. This chapter explores these dynamics, starting with

Fred Lewis Pattee and F. O. Matthiessen's contrasting perspectives. Pattee,

an influential literary historian, highlighted the significance of female

writers during this decade, noting the mass appeal of their works as

reflections of the societal zeitgeist. He asserted that these novels offered

insights into the culture and spirit of the era. Meanwhile, Matthiessen

celebrated the male literary giants of the same period, like Emerson and

Whitman, attributing their greatness to their spiritual engagement with

democracy and their literary sophistication.

Matthiessen acknowledged female writers of the 1850s but dismissed their

work as insignificant, suggesting their focus was merely commercial. He

overlooked women's influence on democratizing literature and focused

instead on symbolic and allegorical themes, emphasizing a rugged,

intellectual American hero. This dichotomy between Matthiessen and Pattee

exposed larger cultural tensions regarding art's relationship with commerce

and democracy. While Matthiessen celebrated the aesthetic glory of an elite
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group, Pattee championed the democratizing potential of popular literature.

David S. Reynolds later reexamined this era, framing it as a period of

remarkable flowering of women's literature, calling it the "American

Woman's Renaissance." This perspective argued for recognizing the cultural

and political relevance of women's writings amidst growing feminist

consciousness. Despite open hostility towards women writers from male

counterparts, women emerged as significant contributors to the American

literary landscape, shifting reader demographics and influencing societal

perspectives. These factors culminated in a literary battlefield that would

define the American novel's role in societal change and reform.

American Bards and American Poetesses

In the examination of the gender dynamics in literature during the 1850s, the

chapter delves into Walt Whitman's career and the contrasting experiences of

women poets. Whitman, an acknowledged genius of the era, broke societal

norms with his seminal work, *Leaves of Grass*. Through sheer

determination and self-promotion, he secured a place in the American

literary canon, showcasing his bold style and themes of rugged individuality.

Conversely, women poets faced challenges unique to their gender. Their

opportunities declined with the fading popularity of ladies' annuals, which
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previously offered them a platform. Unlike Whitman's confident

self-promotion, women rarely published their work openly. They contended

with stereotypes by crafting comic personas to satirize conventional poetry,

as seen in Phoebe Cary's *Poems and Parodies*. This imbalance illustrates

the broader societal constraints limiting women's literary contributions.

Julia Ward Howe's career epitomizes these struggles. Known for writing the

"Battle Hymn of the Republic," she showed glimpses of genius akin to

Emily Dickinson and Elizabeth Barrett Browning. However, societal

expectations hindered her potential. Despite her privileged upbringing and

ambition, Howe was stifled by societal conventions and a restrictive

marriage, leaving her literary voice confined to domesticity and subjugation.

The Atlantic Monthly

In the latter part of the decade, the founding of the *Atlantic Monthly* in

1857 symbolized the tension between high art and popular fiction. Editor

James Russell Lowell explicitly prioritized aesthetic value over didactic

themes, particularly those favored in women's literature. Despite this,

women sought validation through publication in the magazine, though

unconventional and daring works by women remained contentious.

Harriet Prescott Spofford's success with *In a Cellar* and *Circumstance*
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illustrates the challenges and triumphs women faced within restrictive

literary spaces. Her gothic allegories deftly commented on the contradictions

inherent in women's roles and the clash between predestination and destiny.

This delicate dance between creative expression and societal norms was

echoed in contemporaries' reactions, from admiration by figures like Emily

Dickinson to criticism from more conservative voices.

Despite the dominance of New England literati and *The Atlantic's*

prestige, the struggle for women to assert their literary voices against

established norms continued. In this relentless bid for recognition, the

magazine embodied the broader cultural battle for women's literary

legitimacy.

The Domestic Novel in the 1850s

The chapter underscores the rise of the domestic novel as a vibrant although

controversial genre in the 1850s. As women emerged as a majority of fiction

readers, these novels took center stage in articulating a woman's experience

within the confines of home and society. Domestic fiction addressed diverse

social, political, and religious issues, ranging from abolitionism to women's

rights, revealing an underlying feminist ethos.

Prominent works by authors like Susan Warner and Maria Cummins
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achieved both commercial success and critical scorn, with women like

Hawthorne dismissing their works as "scribbling." Yet, many argued these

novels offered substantial cultural insight, opposing notions of reduced

artistic value merely due to popularity. Critics and scholars later defended

the genre, emphasizing its role in advocating reform and societal change.

Despite derision, the domestic novel remained a critical medium for

exploring women's roles and autonomy. Its narrative of women reclaiming

dignity, autonomy, and social influence highlighted critical themes of

self-worth and empowerment. This genre emerged as not just a reflection of

the period's cultural climate but also a catalyst for profound societal

transformation.

Rowing Against Wind and Tide

Reflecting on domestic fiction's place in the literary canon, the chapter

acknowledges the sentimental genre's complex standing within feminist

literary criticism. Critics have grappled with defending these novels' artistic

credibility and cultural significance. Novelists like Elizabeth Stoddard,

writing about the female struggle between home responsibilities and

creativity, exemplified broader societal tensions.

Central to this discourse is the balance between domesticity and intellectual
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pursuits. Authors portrayed characters managing household duties while

aspiring to literary accomplishments, mirroring their own lived experiences.

Despite the challenge of reconciling creativity with societal expectations,

women writers persevered, leaving an indelible mark on the cultural

landscape. Their perseverance underscored a collective defiance against the

oppressive dichotomy of female roles, contributing to the cultural

acknowledgment of the woman's complex, multifaceted identity.

The Itch to Write

This section examines authors depicting literary women grappling with the

conflict between domestic roles and creative ambition. Characters in novels

by writers like Grace Greenwood and Elizabeth Stuart Phelps confronted the

sacrifices and internal struggles inherent in pursuing their dreams while

conforming to societal norms.

Unlike their English counterparts, American women were expected to juggle

domestic responsibilities with literary pursuits. This tension between

creativity and domestic duties often reflected the real-world challenges of

these writers, who navigated the societal expectations placed upon them with

remarkable resilience. The implication of this duality reverberates through

contemporary literature, testament to the authors' enduring impact in

advocating for space where women could exist freely as creators and
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caregivers.

Jane Eyre Mania

The transatlantic influence of Charlotte Brontë's *Jane Eyre* resonated with

American readers, especially aspiring women writers. Brontë's novel and

Elizabeth Gaskell's biography subsequent biography of her life inspired

women like Louisa May Alcott, as well as communities like the Warner and

Cary sisters, who saw echoes of their own aspirations and struggles.

The American "Eyresses" internalized Brontë's themes of self-determination

and resilience, embedding these motifs into their narratives. The interplay of

personal ambition and societal constraint mirrored their own experiences as

women navigating literary landscapes. As an icon, Brontë represented both

an exemplar of literary genius and a symbol of creative defiance, echoing

through American literary canon.

Madwomen in the American Attic

In this segment, the symbolism of the madwoman as a metaphorical double

for the author and heroine in American literature is explored, echoing themes

of suppressed desires and rebellion against societal norms, as introduced in
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Jane Eyre.

Characters in mid-19th-century American novels imbued with madness

poetically expressed the internal conflict faced by both authors and their

creations. Enclosed in suburban domesticity, women's creative genius was

often portrayed as incompatibility with societal expectations. These

narratives mirrored authors' frustrations and provided an outlet for exploring

controversial themes of female unity, thwarted creativity, and identity

exploration.

The American Brontës

Building on Brontë's legacy, the chapter documents how works like Laura

Curtis Bullard’s *Christine* and the Southern domestic novels by Mary

Virginia Terhune were inspired by English literary influences. These writers

navigated personal and societal conflicts, balancing ambition with traditional

roles.

Like Brontë’s heroines, American characters defied circumstances, pursuing

freedom and self-actualization. The evocative themes of independence,

creative resistance, and emotional authenticity within these novels resonated

with contemporary audiences exploring unexpected bravado and feminine

heroism against cultural constraints.
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Doing God's Work—Augusta Jane Evans

Augusta Jane Evans represents a strong female voice within Southern

literature whose passionate intellectual pursuits shaped her works. Inspired

by philosophy, theology, and classical literature, Evans’s protagonists

embody intellectual ambition fused with religious devotion, posing marriage

and career as distinctive yet complementary paths to a fulfilling life.

Her novel *Beulah* characterizes this narrative, examining the existential

journey and the realization of women’s potential. As an exploration of

intellectual fulfillment, Beulah’s story provided a template for women

navigating an era where ambition, creativity, and moral righteousness

collided within societal norms.

The Wide, Wide World

Susan Warner's *The Wide, Wide World* stands as a touchstone of

sentimental fiction. Written amidst personal and financial turmoil, the novel

resonated with readers, capturing the intersection of feminine duty and

perseverance. Like Ellen Montgomery, the protagonist, many women faced

societal challenges and navigated a restrictive social landscape while
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clinging to hope for emotional and spiritual fulfillment.

However, these narratives did not only seek to perpetuate societal

expectations but also served as critique and introspection of the roles foisted

upon women. The heroines highlighted both the imprisonment within and

eventual transcendence over domestic constraints, providing a rich tapestry

of themes and enduring character studies.

“Ruthless Hall”—Fanny Fern

Concluding the discourse, the chapter celebrates the life and work of Fanny

Fern, a subversive figure within American literature. Informed by personal

hardships and triumphs, Fern’s *Ruth Hall* chronicles a writer’s struggle for

autonomy amidst societal expectations and personal tragedy. Her vigorous

prose and unapologetic commentary established a feminist ethos, celebrating

individual talent and creativity over conformity.

As a reflection of Fern’s dynamic personality, *Ruth Hall* harmonized wit

with poignant reflection, marking a significant shift in the portrayal of

female writers. The novel’s resonance with readers underscores its relevance

in furthering conversations around gender and literary identity, affirming

feminist values in the 1850s literary arena.



Chapter Summary

Masterpieces
and Mass
Markets

The 1850s were marked by a tension between popular,
predominantly female-authored fiction and elite male-authored
masterpieces. Historians Fred Lewis Pattee and F. O. Matthiessen
held contrasting views, emphasizing either the significance of female
writers or male literary giants. This period was a "battlefield" that
highlighted the role of popular literature and its impact on democracy
and reform.

American
Bards and
American
Poetesses

This section highlights the differing experiences of male and female
poets. Walt Whitman is celebrated for his bold style, while women
poets faced societal constraints. Women, like Julia Ward Howe,
contended with rigid societal norms that hindered their literary
potential.

The Atlantic
Monthly

The founding of the Atlantic Monthly in 1857 symbolized the tension
between high art and popular fiction. Despite favoring aesthetic
value, some women found success in this arena, though their
achievements remained contentious.

The Domestic
Novel in the
1850s

Domestic novels flourished in the 1850s, focusing on women's
experiences and societal roles. Though often dismissed, these works
offered cultural insights and addressed issues like abolitionism and
women's rights.

Rowing Against
Wind and Tide

This chapter explores the struggles within sentimental fiction
regarding artistic credibility and the balance between domesticity and
intellectual pursuits, reflecting broader societal tensions.

The Itch to
Write

Exploring the duality faced by literary women binding domestic roles
and creative ambitions, reflecting the authors' struggles within
societal expectations.

Jane Eyre
Mania

Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre resonated with American female
authors, inspiring their narratives of self-determination and creative
defiance.

Madwomen in
the American
Attic

The "madwoman" theme serves as a metaphor for suppressed
desires and rebellion against societal norms, reflecting authors'
frustrations.
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Chapter Summary

The American
Brontës

American authors drew inspiration from Brontë's themes of
independence and creative resistance, reflecting in narratives
portraying ambition amidst societal constraints.

Doing God's
Work—Augusta
Jane Evans

Evans' works explored intellectual ambition fused with religious
devotion, providing a template for women navigating ambition amid
societal norms.

The Wide,
Wide World

Susan Warner's work exemplified sentimental fiction, revealing a
critique and narrative of women navigating societal expectations.

“Ruthless
Hall”—Fanny
Fern

Fanny Fern's Ruth Hall celebrated autonomy and creativity over
conformity, marking a significant shift in female literary identity.
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Chapter 6 Summary: - Slavery, Race, and Women's
Writing

The chapters discuss the emergence and influence of women’s writing

 during the mid-19th century, focusing on Harriet Beecher Stowe's

monumental work, "Uncle Tom's Cabin," and its impact on American

literature and society.

Slavery, Race, and Women’s Writing: In the 1850s, women's writing

 was dominated by themes of slavery and abolitionism. Harriet Beecher

Stowe’s "Uncle Tom's Cabin," published in 1852, became the century's most

widely read American novel, surpassing all domestic bestsellers. Its

portrayal of plantation life was so influential that it sparked the creation of

Southern “anti-Tom” novels, which attempted to refute Stowe's depiction.

The period also saw an increased publication of memoirs, stories, and novels

by African-American women, who sought to express their perspectives on

slavery. This literary era was framed by significant historical events, such as

the Fugitive Slave Act and John Brown's raid on Harpers Ferry, escalating

the national dialogue on racism and freedom. These themes allowed women

writers to transcend societal taboos around subject matter and expression,

linking American literature to global struggles for self-determination.

The Great American Novel: Uncle Tom's Cabin: "Uncle Tom's Cabin"

 was a commercial success, selling 305,000 copies in its first year in the
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United States and reaching two million worldwide by the end of the decade.

It was translated into eighteen languages and praised internationally,

influencing a shift in American literature from dependence on British and

European models to recognition of distinctly American subjects and forms.

Despite its acclaim, "Uncle Tom's Cabin" faced criticism in the 20th century

for its stereotyped portrayals of African-Americans. However, it is still

considered an American masterpiece, with Stowe acknowledged as a

significant literary figure.

A Literary Woman—Harriet Beecher Stowe: Harriet Beecher Stowe

 emerged as a major literary figure through her experiences of marriage,

maternity, and writing on significant social issues. Despite personal and

economic challenges, she became a professional writer, influenced by her

firsthand experiences and vivid imagination. Her career symbolizes the rise

of American women writers, and her work prompted a reevaluation of

women's capabilities in literature.

A “Dragon-Like Book”: Anti-Tom Novels in the South: In reaction to

 "Uncle Tom's Cabin," Southern writers produced “anti-Tom” novels

portraying a more idyllic view of slavery, emphasizing the loyalty of slaves

and benevolence of their owners. These novels aimed to justify slavery and

counter Stowe’s narrative, though they ultimately highlighted the South’s

underlying fears of slave insurrections.
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Bleeding Kansas and Bleeding Sumner: Stowe and other abolitionists

 were drawn into active political engagement as tensions over slavery

mounted. The Kansas-Nebraska Act and violent incidents like Senator

Charles Sumner's attack and riots in Kansas symbolized escalating national

conflict. Intense debates and violent confrontations highlighted the deep

national divide.

Dred and Dread: Harriet Beecher Stowe’s follow-up novel "Dred"

 (1856) further explored the theme of slavery, offering a complex

exploration of racial tension and legitimizing the idea of black insurrection.

Although "Dred" was not as popular as "Uncle Tom's Cabin," it was

recognized for its literary and political daring.

The Minister's Wooing: Stowe's third significant novel of the 1850s,

 "The Minister's Wooing," deviated from the slavery theme, instead

critiquing New England Calvinism. Through its portrayal of domestic and

spiritual life, the novel highlighted Stowe’s broader literary influences and

continued to challenge gender norms.

A White Dred—John Brown and Harpers Ferry: John Brown’s raid on

 Harpers Ferry in 1859 intensified national tensions over slavery. Though

seen as a terrorist in the South, Brown was admired in the North as a martyr

for the anti-slavery cause, inspiring further abolitionist fervor and literary

exploration.
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Black Writers and the Development of Women’s Fiction: The literary

 landscape of the 1850s also saw the emergence of works by

African-American women, drawing on personal narratives and confronting

themes of race and gender. Figures like Frances Harper began to articulate

unique perspectives on slavery and freedom, paving the way for future

generations of black women writers.

Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl—Harriet Jacobs: Harriet Jacobs’

 "Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl," published in 1861 under the

pseudonym Linda Brent, offered an authentic and candid account of a female

slave’s experience. Initially overshadowed by skepticism about its

authorship, its rediscovery validated Jacobs as a pioneering

African-American writer.

Our Nig—Harriet Wilson: Harriet E. Wilson’s "Our Nig" (1859)

 depicted the life of a free black girl in the North and critiqued both racial

and gender injustices. Initially dismissed as fiction, it later gained

recognition for its autobiographical elements, contributing to the

acknowledgment of black women's voices in literature.

The Bondwoman’s Narrative—"Hannah Crafts": "The Bondwoman's

 Narrative," discovered in manuscript form and published in 2002,

showcased complex narrative techniques and gothic elements. Authored by
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the mysterious "Hannah Crafts," its authenticity and authorship remain

subjects of scholarly debate, reflecting the broader challenges of attributing

early black female authorship.

These chapters collectively illustrate the profound influence of Harriet

Beecher Stowe and her contemporaries, as they harnessed literature to

address issues of race, slavery, and gender, challenging societal norms and

expanding the scope of American women’s writing.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Using voice to challenge societal norms

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 6, one of the most compelling

lessons is the power of women using their voices to challenge and

reshape societal norms. Harriet Beecher Stowe, through her seminal

work 'Uncle Tom’s Cabin,' exemplified how literature can transcend

its traditional boundaries to become a catalyst for social change. By

giving a voice to the oppressed and shedding light on the raw realities

of slavery, Stowe turned the notion of women's writing from mere

domestic concerns to powerful political statements. This chapter

teaches us that regardless of the constraints society may place on us,

there's an inherent power in our words and stories to evoke change,

inspire dialogue, and create a more informed and empathetic world.

Emulating Stowe, you are encouraged to speak your truth

courageously, understanding that your narrative holds the power to

challenge, inform, and ultimately reshape the social fabric we inhabit.

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


Chapter 7 Summary: - The Civil War

The American Civil War, which began in 1861 and ended in 1865, was a

 significant event that profoundly impacted the United States, leading to

transformations in society, culture, and literature. The war initiated with the

firing on Fort Sumter and concluded with General Lee's surrender at

Appomattox. Throughout the conflict, the roles and contributions of women

in society and literature began to evolve, though the acknowledgment of

these contributions remained limited.

Southern poet Henry Timrod captured the dichotomy of two roles during the

Civil War in his poem “Two Armies,” showing the differences in

expectations for men and women. In the North, a writer highlighted

Northern women's heroism, predicting that their sacrifice would inspire

future American literature.

American literary historians traditionally argue that the Civil War itself did

not produce a literary masterpiece akin to the trench poets of World War I.

Although it was a technologically advanced war causing extensive

casualties, few male writers were directly involved in combat, with notable

authors like Walt Whitman, Nathaniel Hawthorne, and Henry James having

limited engagement. The war, however, altered the publishing industry and

reading habits, leading to a lull in book sales and a shift in literary themes

towards war and escapism.
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Harriet Beecher Stowe, despite her indirect role in stirring the war with

"Uncle Tom's Cabin," wrote little directly about the war but remained active

in abolitionist causes. Many women, however, began to express their voices

through literature, grappling with the war's political and psychological

impact, and exploring themes of sacrifice, power, and realism.

Louisa May Alcott's experiences as a nurse during the Civil War informed

"Hospital Sketches," a narrative capturing her transformation from

innocence to maturity. Her alter ego, “Tribulation Periwinkle,” humorously

yet movingly described the harsh realities of war and her personal growth.

Despite falling ill and recovering from typhoid fever, leading to a change in

her writing style, Alcott's commitment to abolition remained strong and she

continued to write sensation stories under a pseudonym.

Alcott's "Little Women," though set during the Civil War, focuses on

domestic life rather than combat, reflecting on the battle between femininity

and creative ambition. The novel, along with its engaging characters,

became a cultural landmark, inspiring female intellectuals globally.

In contrast, Southern writer Augusta Jane Evans, a fervent supporter of the

Confederacy, wrote "Macaria" to honor the sacrifices of Confederate

women, advocating for Southern art and female independence. Evans

depicted two cousins seeking autonomy, with the war as their liberating
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force.

Elizabeth Stoddard and Emily Dickinson represent the complex relationship

women of the period had with the war. Stoddard wrote harshly realistic

fiction, seen as unfocused and without engagement with contemporary

issues. Dickinson, a reclusive poet, avoided direct references to the war,

instead reflecting on broader themes of death and the self, which earned her

posthumous acclaim.

As the war concluded, many women writers like Elizabeth Stuart Phelps

emerged, tackling the themes of loss and recovery. In "The Gates Ajar,"

Phelps offered a consoling vision of the afterlife, reflecting the shifting

religious sentiments and highlighting the war's emotional toll on women.

The Civil War, thus, although not yielding an immediate literary

masterpiece, laid the groundwork for future transformations in American

literature, particularly by opening new avenues for women writers to explore

darker, more complex themes, fostering a shift towards realism and a move

away from sentimentalism. The experiences and writings of these women set

the stage for later advancements in women's rights and literary contributions,

altering the American literary landscape.
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Chapter 8: - The Coming Woman

The late 19th century marked a significant shift in the portrayal of women in

 literature and society, with "the coming woman" emerging as a central

figure—a concept epitomizing the emancipated woman of the future.

Originally introduced with a satirical twist in the 1866 "utopian centennial

play," "The Spirit of Seventy-six; or, The Coming Woman," the character

gained more serious exploration in literary works. For example, Louisa May

Alcott's "An Old-Fashioned Girl" presents Becky, an artist sculpting a strong

and independent female figure, reflecting growing advocacy for women's

rights.

Elizabeth Stuart Phelps in her 1871 essay criticized outdated notions of

feminine dependence, arguing for women's roles in government and various

professional fields. Yet, despite the promises made by radical abolitionists,

the post-Civil War constitutional amendments (specifically the Fourteenth

and Fifteenth) excluded women from voting rights, focusing instead on

enfranchising African American men. Women's suffrage proponents, like the

flamboyant Victoria Woodhull, critiqued societal norms and pushed for

broader social reforms, including free love.

Radical shifts were also seen in literature, with former anti-slavery

advocates, such as Julia Ward Howe, turning their attention to women's

rights. These women aimed to redefine "true womanhood," envisioning a
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world where women shared human rights equally with men. Harriet Beecher

Stowe, influenced by John Stuart Mill, propagated this vision in her

writings, linking the fall of slavery with the potential for a new democratic

experiment centered on gender equality.

Feminist themes in the literature of the 1870s often manifested as

declarations of independence. Novels such as Stowe's "My Wife and I" and

Gail Hamilton's "The Battle of the Books" critiqued societal constraints and

heralded a future of female empowerment. Other authors, like Marietta

Holley, used satire to comment on women's issues, suggesting that the

traditional roles of wives and mothers needed reevaluation.

Lillie Devereux Blake's novel "Fettered for Life" presented a comprehensive

look at women's challenges, featuring heroines like Laura Stanley and

"Frank Heywood" who confronted gender-based discrimination. The

narrative underscored the ingenuity and resilience required of women to

achieve independence.

For Louisa May Alcott, balancing creativity and domesticity posed a

significant question. Although committed to the woman suffrage cause,

Alcott believed that marriage and writing were incompatible. In her feminist

novel "Work," Alcott explored women's pathways to self-fulfillment,

depicting her heroine Christie Devon's journey through various professions

typical of 19th-century women. The novel emphasizes that for women,
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marriage could also constitute a form of work, with Alcott dedicating the

piece to her mother.

The American counterpart to Eliot's "Middlemarch" emerged through

writers like Elizabeth Stuart Phelps, whose novel "The Story of Avis"

tackled the challenge of female identity and artistic aspiration amidst

societal expectations. Similarly, Sherwood Bonner's "Like unto Like"

explored North-South tensions during Reconstruction through a romantic

lens, paralleling George Eliot's social critiques with an American context.

Bonner, inspired by her intimate acquaintance with Northern intellectuals

and a deep understanding of Southern heritage, portrayed complex

interracial and gender dynamics, reflecting the nuanced challenges of her

time.

In essence, the women writers of the 1870s, inspired by both local and

global influences, fueled a rich dialogue on the Woman Question. Their

legacy lies in their unyielding drive to explore and challenge societal norms,

paving the way for future feminist thought and action.  Despite the era's

limitations, these writers crafted narratives that, while perhaps not achieving

the complete realization of their artistic aspirations, nonetheless left a

profound impact on literary history and the shifting cultural landscape.
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Chapter 9 Summary: - American Sibyls

American Sibyls

The death of George Eliot in December 1880 stirred mixed emotions among

American women writers. They felt the loss of a literary giant but also

experienced a sense of liberation from her overshadowing influence.

Constance Fenimore Woolson, for instance, was simultaneously flattered and

burdened by comparisons to Eliot. With Eliot’s passing, American women

writers began to see themselves as rightful successors, claiming the

metaphorical mantle of the sibyl—a wise and prophetic figure from Greek

and Roman mythology, often associated with high art and culture.

This transformation occurred during a time when the American literary

landscape was dominated by revered male authors like Longfellow.

However, women writers saw an opportunity to redefine themselves as

artistic leaders and visionaries, much like sibyls, within the context of

American soil. Harriet Beecher Stowe had previously likened the ex-slave

Sojourner Truth to a "Libyan Sibyl" because of Truth’s powerful presence

and advocacy for abolition and women's rights. This view reflected a

broader, cultural rediscovery of Greek mythology and spiritualism in

post-Civil War America.
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Sibyl Judaica—Emma Lazarus

Emma Lazarus, dubbed the “Sibyl Judaica” after her death in 1887, was

celebrated for using her poetry to challenge anti-Semitism. Born into a

wealthy New York Sephardic family, Lazarus was a precocious talent whose

work engaged with Jewish identity and American culture. She drew

inspiration from Ralph Waldo Emerson, who mentored her, albeit

inconsistently. Despite his encouragement, Emerson’s failure to include her

work in his anthology waned her sense of endorsement, spurring her to find

her own path.

Lazarus eventually embraced writing that highlighted her Jewish heritage, a

theme she initially resisted. This shift was partly due to encouragement from

literary figures like Edmund Stedman and was intensified by her

engagement with the issues faced by Jewish immigrants in America. Her

involvement in the fundraising effort for the Statue of Liberty led to her

composing “The New Colossus,” a sonnet contrasting the statue with the

ancient Colossus of Rhodes. Her poem became an enduring symbol of

welcome and hope for newcomers to America, immortalizing Lazarus

despite the paucity of her renown during her lifetime.

Women's Regionality
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The conceptualization of the American female writer as a prophetic sibyl

also influenced literary genres like local color and regionalism. Women

writers depicted American villages as repositories of cultural wisdom, ruled

by sage female figures. Emerging in the late 19th century, this literary

movement offered women a unique space to explore gender through detailed

depictions of geographic settings, extending familiar domestic landscapes to

articulate broader themes of female experience.

Critics have debated the significance of regional fiction, which sometimes

appeared as a limited genre compared to the "Great American novel."

However, for women, it was a valuable narrative form that allowed them to

express personal and social insights. The psychological depth of these

settings mirrored women’s inner lives, blending realism with legend, and

formed a narrative lineage connecting them to both American and European

literary traditions.

New England Sibyls

In New England, regional fiction was epitomized by writers like Rose Terry

Cooke and Sarah Orne Jewett. Cooke’s stories often depicted women

suffering under oppressive domestic circumstances, drawing parallels

between their lives and the confining social sphere. Her work gave voice to
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women’s struggles with marriage and autonomy within rural New England

settings.

Jewett, meanwhile, infused her work with mythic dimensions, portraying

female characters as vessels of wisdom and community. Her seminal work,

"The Country of the Pointed Firs," explores the life of a female writer in a

small Maine village and features a dominant matriarchal character, Almira

Todd, who embodies the sibylline combination of healer, historian, and

leader. This novel moved from charmingly quaint to a site of feminist

discourse and dissent, with its non-linear, web-like structure mirroring the

interconnectedness of female experience.

Mary Wilkins Freeman

Mary E. Wilkins Freeman extended New England’s regionalism by

exploring themes of isolation and autonomy, often depicting women

choosing solitude over restrictive marriages. Her stories reveal a world

where women wield a subtle but formidable power, conflicting with societal

expectations. Freeman showed the tension between personal independence

and social conformity, often using Gothic elements and dark humor to

underscore her critiques.

Southern and California Sibyls
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Mary Noailles Murfree, writing as Charles Egbert Craddock, brought

attention to the lives of Tennessee mountain people, using dialect to capture

their distinct voices and customs. These stories emphasized the divergence

between the law and empathy, often siding with the latter through female

protagonists who challenge legalistic notions of justice.

Helen Hunt Jackson, best known for her novel “Ramona,” highlighted the

plight of Native Americans and created a novel that echoed the social impact

of “Uncle Tom’s Cabin.” Jackson’s work inspired subsequent narratives of

cultural dislocation, setting the stage for further multicultural and political

engagement in American literature.

Miss Grief—Constance Fenimore Woolson

Woolson, a prolific writer with ties to both New England and the South,

often explored themes of exile and alienation. Her story “Miss Grief”

illustrated the struggles of women writers against male-dominated literary

environments. Inspired by and in dialogue with the works of Henry James,

Woolson’s writing questioned male authority in art and portrayed the

sacrifices necessary for women to claim their creative space.
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Despite the limitations imposed by their cultural and historical contexts,

these American Sibyls collectively possessed a prophetic vision, crafting

narratives that challenged dominant social paradigms and expanded the

scope of American literature. Through their innovative use of regional

settings and exploration of identity, they established a cultural legacy that

resonates with and informs modern discussions of gender, art, and

nationhood.
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Chapter 10 Summary: - New Women

The era surrounding the 1890s heralded significant transformation for

 women, marking the birth of the New Woman, who emerged not only in the

United States but echoed across numerous Western societies. This New

Woman challenged traditional female roles, embraced educational and

professional rights, and revolutionized sexual constructs. Primarily emerging

from small-town America, these women usually moved to urban centers,

pursuing education at new women's colleges, and often took up careers in

settlement houses, embodying social rebellion against previous generations.

Social nonconformity characterized these New Women, especially those in

bohemian enclaves of New York City, who adopted lifestyles that dismissed

the era's sexual double standards and embraced a quest for self-realization.

Politically, New Womanhood was rooted in fervent activism. This decade

saw fervent feminist organizing, epitomized by the National American

Woman Suffrage Association under leaders like Elizabeth Cady Stanton,

advocating for rights like equal pay. While women advocated for suffrage,

racial equality often took a backseat, compelling Black women to form their

suffrage factions, emphasizing racial equality and echoing their fight against

injustices like lynching, led by figures like Ida B. Wells and Mary Church

Terrell.

The New Women's views towards female sexuality shook societal norms.
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Prominent writers like Kate Chopin courted controversy and gender debates

with stories that toyed with women's physical and psychological awareness.

Their writing often delved into themes of female sexual emancipation and

empowerment, reflecting their stand against Victorian sexual double

standards. Literary works became crucial vessels for this movement, with

New Women deliberately experimenting with form and content in fiction to

challenge conventions and depict modern women's realities. They utilized

various genres, though short stories were particularly favored for their

immediacy and potential to portray deep psychological narratives. Even

when other literary forms, like poetry, saw diminished prestige, the raw

passion in New Women's writing drew attention.

Meanwhile, playwright and actress Elizabeth Robins explored the stage's

potential for reform, especially within London's theater—a vibrant hub for

avant-garde ideas. She envisaged a theater reflecting equality in gender and

race, though the conservative backlash against prior artistic freedoms,

catalyzed by events like Oscar Wilde's trial, checked her aspirations.

The 1890s also witnessed the crystallization of Black women's literature as a

significant cultural force. Writers like Frances Harper and Pauline Hopkins

explored themes of racial identity and oppression. Their works often

employed melodrama to unravel complex heritage stories, reflect early

African American experiences, and address the intersections of race and

gender, as illustrated in novels like Hopkins's "Of One Blood."
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Within the sphere of utopian literature, New Women writers imagined

worlds that transcended the rigid constraints of their time. Works like Lois

Waisbrooker's "A Sex Revolution" and other futuristic narratives envisioned

societies where women enjoyed equality in roles and relationships, mirroring

the aspirations of feminism to create parallel worlds free from systemic

patriarchal oppression.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman stood out as a formidable figure in this landscape,

blending her narrative prowess with feminist convictions to critique societal

norms. Her famous short story "The Yellow Wall-paper" allegorically

criticized the oppressive "rest cures" prescribed to women and highlighted

the dire mental health implications of repressing a woman's identity and

agency. Gilman advocated vociferously against gender inequities through

both fiction and feminist treatises, combining social commentary with

compelling storytelling.

Concurrent to this milieu, feminist allegories emerged, deeply intertwining

personal disillusionments with broader societal critiques. These tales—often

nestled within subversive fairy tale or parable formats—voiced the

frustrations and multifaceted challenges faced by women writers and

feminists of the era. Figures like Grace King and Kate Chopin navigated the

complex cultural tapestries of places like New Orleans, weaving intricate

narratives that delved into themes of identity, race, and gender.
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In summary, the New Woman of the 1890s was a nexus of transformation

and empowerment, blending the literary with the political, the personal with

the collective. The literary contributions during this time challenged existing

paradigms and projected optimism for a future of gender equity and artistic

freedom, often bearing intricate layers of critique and innovation. Their

legacy laid a foundation for future feminist discourse and inspired

successive generations to continue the pursuit of self-definition and social

equity.
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Chapter 11 Summary: - The Golden Morrow

The Golden Morrow

At the dawn of the twentieth century, American women's writing surged

with transformative energy. Women playwrights, like Susan Glaspell,

revolutionized theater with innovative forms, challenging traditional

structures and themes. Editors such as Harriet Monroe at *Poetry*, Inez

Haynes Irwin at *The Masses*, and Lola Ridge at *Broom*, created

platforms for serious women poets, while other women authors crafted

adventurous literature for adolescent girls. Paris saw Gertrude Stein

engaging with Cubism and Post-Impressionism through her modernist prose,

which confounded readers but inspired artists, becoming an essential part of

scholarly dialogue. Concurrently, black writers akin to the children of

Reconstruction entered the literary scene, marking a "New Negro" wave in

women's art. Daughters of immigrants joined in reshaping American culture,

redefining identities in innovative ways.

1912 and 1913 represented the end of genteel Victorianism and the rise of

modernism in America. With the vibrant 1912 suffrage movement, the arts

adopted a new intensity. Iconic innovations of that period, like Harriet

Monroe establishing *Poetry* in Chicago, or the groundbreaking

Post-Impressionist Show, reflected a "New Spirit." This spirit of change
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influenced not just art but human relationships. Mabel Dodge Luhan noted

the blurring of societal barriers, paving the way for new forms of

communication and connection.

The pre-war years unified women in movements for suffrage, feminism,

literature, and art, particularly in places like Greenwich Village. The term

"feminism" emerged, replacing the "Woman Question," advocating for

broader intellectual, political, sexual self-determination, and the right to

vote. In 1912, Marie Jenney Howe founded the feminist society Heterodoxy

in New York, which thrived until 1920, drawing women writers into a

diverse and avant-garde gathering. Heterodoxy hosted varied opinions and

occupations, mixing professional pursuits with radical ideas. Members like

Margaret Sanger spoke on birth control, showcasing early social sciences'

influence on women's studies. This was further illustrated by figures like

Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead, who used anthropology and sociology to

explore women's cultures and escape traditional domesticity.

Feminism's push for intellectual evolution demanded re-evaluations of

literary traditions and history, seen in new biographies and critical

examinations of women's representation in fiction. Beatrice Hale recognized

Jane Eyre's impact on American women writers, praising its depiction of

determined character over conventional beauty or virtue. Elizabeth Robins

called for women writers to support each other, noting past failures when

individuals tried alone what only collective efforts could achieve.
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Women congregated in key urban centers like New York for education,

cultural enrichment, and activism. Randolph Bourne admired the vibrant

bohemian community in Greenwich Village, describing women as

self-sufficient, spirited, and adventurous—contradicting conventional

depictions of femininity.

Mary Johnston's novel *Hagar* (1913) presented a narrative about a young

southern writer and suffragist who moves to New York, embodying the

feminist visions of creating a new society. Technological advances promised

leisurely creativity for women; however, many were still tied to domestic

drudgery. Leaders like Henrietta Rodman advocated redefining housework

as "home-making" and proposed communal living spaces for professional

women, although such plans didn't materialize widely.

Yet, not all women rallied together. Figures like Edith Wharton and Gertrude

Atherton preferred independence, reflecting a developing egoism and

self-assurance absent in previous generations. For writers like Mary Austin,

this meant crafting identities as "women alone," outsiders even amidst

feminist waves, catalyzed by difficult personal histories and marriages that

often stifled creativity.

Austin's works like *A Woman of Genius* and *The Walking Woman*

articulated themes of female independence, using the backdrop of America's
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deserts and landscapes to explore dreams of self-fulfillment and solitary

strength. Her departure from constrained domesticity to a creative life

underscores this period's complex interplay between feminism, individuality,

and cultural evolution.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman navigated new literary expressions by founding

*The Forerunner*, where she published utopian novels like *Herland*,

presenting a societal fantasy contrasting male dominance with female

cooperation and reason. The men who discover this land must confront their

preconceived views on gender roles.

Gertrude Stein personified another path. Embracing a unique genius,

supported by Alice B. Toklas, she innovated literary modernism with works

like *The Making of Americans* and *Three Lives*, challenging

conventional narratives through experimental prose. Despite polarized views

on her readability, Stein's legacy looms large, influencing feminist and

avant-garde writers and artists.

H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) emerged with lyrical, Imagist poetry radiating

Hellenic beauty, initially under Ezra Pound's guidance, but gradually

growing into her own Greek-influenced themes. Despite personal challenges,

she created a poetic space for exploring female identity and strength

contrasted against traditional myths.
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Amy Lowell championed Imagism with vigor. Part of Boston's elite, she

defied norms, championing free, virile, American voices in literature,

penning expressive and often antiwar poetry. Discoveries in her gender and

sexual orientation offered renewed insights into her work's deeper meanings.

Immigrant writers like Mary Antin chronicled transformative narratives of

migration. In *The Promised Land*, Antin positioned herself within the

American mythos, celebrating yet critiquing the frustrating unfulfilled

promises of immigrant life. Unlike Antin, Zitkala-Sa (Gertrude Simmons

Bonnin) faced alienation as a Sioux woman caught between cultures, a

conflict reflected in her literary work advocating Native rights and identity.

Sui Sin Far (Edith Maud Eaton) navigated a dual heritage in her writings

about Chinese-American experiences, showcasing narratives around cultural

misunderstandings and assimilation's intricacies.

Amidst these burgeoning literatures, Susan Glaspell fostered change through

theater, co-founding the Provincetown Players, integrating feminism and

dramatic innovation, and engaging with salient social issues through her

plays. Alongside, plays for young girls emerged, exploring themes of

independence and ambition within a rapidly changing society.

This rich era paved the way for women writers to continue reshaping

narratives, seeking expression and collaboration while also encountering
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challenges both old and new. The backdrop of changing societal norms,

technological advancements, and emerging modernist movements framed

their contributions, marking a "Golden Morrow" in American literature.
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Chapter 12: - Against Women's Writing: Wharton and
Cather

Against Women's Writing: Wharton and Cather

The landscape of American women's literature evolved significantly from

feminine themes that conformed to societal expectations to feminist calls for

gender rights, beginning in the late 19th century. In this dynamic, Edith

Wharton and Willa Cather, both prolific and accomplished authors spanning

careers from the 1890s to the 1940s, stood as unique figures. Refuting the

constraints of their gender, both resisted the label of "women writers." They

were distinct in style and life choices—Wharton, a New Yorker turned

European expatriate, and Cather, embracing the rural plains of Nebraska.

Despite these differences, they shared a commitment to transcending

traditional gender boundaries in their work, openly criticizing American

women's literature's conventions and often writing from masculine

perspectives. Both Wharton and Cather admired European literary figures

and were profoundly influenced by Henry James, though they sought to

define their own literary voices.

Edith Wharton: Writing Like a Man
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Wharton, a product of New York high society, viewed herself through a

masculine lens, attributing her literary sophistication to interactions with

European male society. Criticizing American women's insular social circles,

she felt liberated by her ability to blend a masculine approach to narrative

with feminine attentiveness to detail. Her ambition to surmount the

limitations of gender and national identity led to a prolific

career—twenty-two novels and several collections of stories and essays.

Known for her biting critique of both American culture and women's

writing, Wharton famously set many of her works in distinctively American

yet universally engaging settings, depicting complex characters and societal

dilemmas.

Wharton's upbringing in an upper-class New York family heavily influenced

her themes, which often satirized and dissected the social rituals of her class.

Her early literary endeavors were met with skepticism from her mother, who

disdained female writers, further motivating Wharton to carve out her

identity in the broader literary world. After a largely unhappy marriage,

Wharton dedicated herself to her craft, finding her professional footing with

works like "The House of Mirth," which explored the tragic limits of social

mobility and feminine identity within upper-class New York society.

One of her most celebrated works, "Ethan Frome," placed her gothic

narrative style amidst the harsh realities of New England life, focusing on

repressed emotions and doomed tramatic relationships. Wharton's later
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novels delved into themes of gender and class, maintaining a critical eye on

American culture while exploring the psychological depths of her characters.

Willa Cather—"Women are so horribly subjective"

Cather, initially skeptical of the potential for women in literature, often

critiqued the literary constraints imposed by gender. Her early admiration for

European literature shaped her distinctive narrative style, marked by clear,

epic storytelling interwoven with complex character studies. Born in

Virginia and later moving to Nebraska, Cather's experiences on the vast

plains profoundly influenced her themes and characters.

During her education, Cather audaciously challenged gender norms,

adopting a masculine persona named "William Cather." Her formative years

in Nebraska were transformative, as she immersed herself in classical

literature and honed her writing craft with a distinct focus on the lives of

pioneers and immigrants in the Midwest. Cather’s friendships with

contemporary women intellectuals and her rejection of mainstream

American literature positioned her as a unique voice within her era.

Her novels, beginning with "O Pioneers!" and culminating in works like

"The Professor's House," celebrated the perseverance and resilience of

frontier life while exposing the complexities of gender roles. Cather's lyrical
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prose and narrative mastery conveyed profound themes of identity, ambition,

and cultural heritage, earning her recognition as a leading figure in American

literature.

Both Wharton and Cather, through their innovative approaches to

storytelling and critical perspectives on gender and society, laid crucial

groundwork for subsequent generations of writers. By transcending the

limitations of their time, they propelled American literature forward,

asserting the power of narrative beyond conventional gender confines.
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Chapter 13 Summary: - You Might as Well Live

You Might as Well Live  

The passage covers the complex aftermath of women's suffrage in the 1920s,

broadly illustrating how the anticipated advancements for women led to

increased societal dissatisfaction among feminists, who expected more

revolutionary changes. Various roles typified women who felt disillusioned,

from the avant-garde feminist writers who equated writing with love's

freedom to the ex-feminists disheartened by societal constraints. Dorothy

Parker's poem "Résumé" is highlighted as emblematic of her generation’s

despair during this time, humorously addressing suicide as an overly

complicated choice, concluding with her famous exhortation: "You might as

well live."

Barren Ground by Ellen Glasgow  

In this chapter, Ellen Glasgow portrays the 1920s through "Barren Ground,"

featuring Dorinda Oakley's journey through personal brokenness toward

self-discovery. Trapped in societal expectations, Dorinda experiences

betrayal, loss, and eventual triumph in a rural setting—a metaphor for her

barren yet resilient life. Parallel to Glasgow's struggles with personal losses

and disappointments in her literary career, Dorinda embodies Glasgow’s

universal approach to joyless existence, drawing a picture of the era’s female
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struggle.

Weeds by Edith Summers Kelley  

Edith Summers Kelley’s "Weeds" complements Glasgow's themes by

presenting a bleak picture of rural female life. The novel follows Judy

Pippinger’s hardships and mundane rural existence, underlining the

pervasive despair and disillusionment of the era. Judy's attempts at abortion

and her preference for the harshness of outdoor life over domesticity

symbolize the relentless darkness characteristic of Kelley's narrative voice.

The book struggled commercially, though it mirrored the emotional and

economic struggles of countless women.

Women Poets of the 1920s: Sappho's Sisters  

The text navigates how women poets were influenced by Romantic

traditions, frequently overshadowed by then-contemporary male modernists.

These poets, including Edna St. Vincent Millay, sought lineage through

figures like Sappho and often performed their art through conventional

forms like the sonnet, despite criticizing expected feminine quietness and

submission. Amy Lowell and others perceived themselves as marginal yet

persevered in their creative expressions.

Lyrist: Sara Teasdale  
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Sara Teasdale, though initially popular, grapples with a conflict between

societal expectations of womanhood and her artistic ambitions. Her belief in

romance over art led to an artistic and personal life of retreat and frustration.

Her life ended tragically in suicide, a symbol of her internalized conflict and

disengagement from the evolving personal and literary landscape.

Egoiste: Elinor Wylie  

Elinor Wylie's poetry is synonymous with elegance and guarded

self-expression, filling her works with images of decorative beauty. Her life

was marked by contradictions between her delicate poetic image and her real

life's forthrightness and ambition. Her power lay in intertwining femininity

with a cutting critique of societal and personal confines. Her literary persona

conflicted with her modern existence, revealing truths about her emotional

experiences unfit for open expression.

Feminist: Edna St. Vincent Millay  

Edna St. Vincent Millay epitomized the liberated woman poet, using her

public persona and works to critique romances and explore modern women's

aspirations. Her bohemian lifestyle and poetical prowess made her a public

sensation, though her eventual entrapment within this constructed identity

reflects the decade's limitations on even the most audacious women.
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Socialist: Genevieve Taggard  

Genevieve Taggard embodies political sensibility intertwined with poetic

expression. Her struggle to balance personal life and socialist ideals reflects

broader gender roles' challenges. Her marriage to a radical writer laid bare

the tension between feminist beliefs and societal expectations, echoing the

struggle of many women attempting to harmonize personal and professional

roles during this era.

Pessimist: Dorothy Parker  

Dorothy Parker’s oeuvre, including "Big Blonde," spins humor with despair,

capturing the grim realities of women’s experiences through satire. Her

quick wit masks a deeper personal darkness and struggle, leading to lifelong

battles with substance abuse and an unfinished novel symbolizing her

struggle to align her feminist voice with broader literary movements.

Critic: Louise Bogan  

Louise Bogan contends with severe self-doubt and a desire to distance from

typically 'female' poetic themes. Yet, she becomes a renowned critic and

editor who mentors emerging writers. Her poetic voice, though minimalist

and modernist, often grapples with loss, self-criticism, and emotional

Scan to Download

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


restraint, reflecting broader shifts within the interwar cultural dialogue.

Modernism and Feminism  

The complex relationship between modernism and feminism is seen as

adversarial by cultural critics, although some women like Mina Loy and

Gertrude Stein pushed for avant-garde art and feminism fusion. Artistic

liberal thinking allowed crossings of modernist and feminist ideas, but

national events like Sacco and Vanzetti's execution nurtured skepticism

about progressivism and propelled significant sociopolitical updates.

Women Novelists of the 1920s  

Through various works, American female novelists explore domesticity and

identity, challenging gender roles and the concept of domesticity. Significant

writers like Dorothy Canfield Fisher in "The Home-Maker" question the

traditional gender roles by examining family life and role reversals, which

highlight the tensions within marriages to critique societal norms regarding

family and women's work.

Sweatshop Cinderella: Anzia Yezierska  

Anzia Yezierska’s writing captures the immigrant struggle against

entrenched poverty and societal expectations. Her narrative often involves
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the personal cost of striving for an American dream defined by cultural and

social acceptance, a struggle mirrored in her encounters with prominent

literary figures.

Women Novelists in the Harlem Renaissance  

Jessie Fauset and Nella Larsen, prominent Harlem Renaissance figures,

challenge racial and gender identities, often addressing themes like "passing"

between races and class, examining societal pressures and personal identity.

These narratives emerge within the broader revival of interest in diverse

cultural narratives despite the lingering systemic racial and gender

challenges.

The passage concludes by outlining the 1920s as a complex era for women

navigating newfound liberties with societal expectations, ultimately setting

the stage for future movements and iterations of feminist thought, despite the

period's disenchantments and contradictions.
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Chapter 14 Summary: - The Great Depression

The 1930s were a tumultuous decade for American literature, characterized

 by the Great Depression and a unique convergence of social and literary

forces. Following the stock market crash in 1929, the American publishing

industry suffered significant financial setbacks, with a substantial decline in

earnings and book publications. Despite these difficulties, the era presented

unique opportunities for women writers, highlighting both their literary

contributions and the pervasive challenges they faced.

Women Writers and Literary Recognition: The decade opened with

 commendations for Emily Dickinson's centenary and marked successes for

women such as Susan Glaspell and Willa Cather. Major bestsellers, like

Pearl Buck's "The Good Earth" and Margaret Mitchell's "Gone with the

Wind," underscored the cultural impact of women writers, with Buck even

receiving the Nobel Prize in Literature. However, such achievements were

often marred by male critics who downplayed women's literary

contributions, dismissing them as lesser or unworthy of serious

consideration. This backlash, reminiscent of the "scribbling women"

critiques of the 1850s, perpetuated the notion that women’s writing was

somehow inherently inferior.

Challenges for Women Poets: Women poets faced a particularly hostile

 environment during the 1930s. The number of poetry books by women
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plummeted, and many influential literary magazines folded. Women's poetic

contributions were dismissed by modernist and Marxist critics, who

questioned their artistic abilities. Figures like Sara Teasdale faced personal

and professional crises, and Edna St. Vincent Millay struggled to reconcile

her romantic image with evolving political themes.

Women on the Left and Proletarian Realism: The 1930s were also

 known as the "Red Decade," with many drawn to socialist and Marxist

philosophies. While male-dominated, the Left included women who

contributed significantly to proletarian literature, often adding unique

dimensions of gender and sexual conflict to class struggles. Notable writers

like Mary Heaton Vorse and Meridel Le Sueur tackled complex themes such

as abortion and female solidarity, discreetly weaving their personal

narratives and feminist perspectives into their work.

Literary Silences and Struggles for Identity: Authors like Tillie Olsen

 and Tess Slesinger highlighted the struggles faced by women trying to

balance personal, political, and creative goals. Olsen's work, especially,

explored the silences imposed by familial and societal roles, capturing the

tension between a woman's creative ambitions and traditional expectations.

Cultural Icons and Feminist Pioneers: Women from diverse

 backgrounds contributed to the literary landscape. Zora Neale Hurston's

unique voice defied both racial and gender norms, refusing to conform to the
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expectations of black protest literature. Her seminal work, "Their Eyes Were

Watching God," focused on personal empowerment and autonomy.

Meanwhile, Lillian Hellman achieved Broadway success with plays that

boldly explored themes of societal oppression and gender dynamics.

The Impact of Popular Fiction: Popular literature in the 1930s often

 centered on strong female protagonists. Works like Pearl Buck's "The Good

Earth" and Laura Ingalls Wilder's "Little House" series became touchstones,

resonating with readers through narratives of endurance and resilience.

Margaret Mitchell's "Gone with the Wind" captured the spirit of Southern

resilience, while drawing criticism for its romanticized portrayal of the

antebellum South.

In sum, the 1930s were both a challenging and transformative period for

women writers, who navigated a complex literary landscape marked by

societal upheaval and persistent gender bias. Their creative efforts laid

critical groundwork for the women’s literary movements that would follow,

offering profound insights into the female experience and broader cultural

narratives.

Theme Discussion

Women
Writers and
Literary
Recognition

The decade saw commendations for female authors like Emily
Dickinson, Susan Glaspell, and Willa Cather. Bestsellers by Pearl Buck
and Margaret Mitchell highlighted women's cultural impact, though
achievements were often dismissed by male critics.
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Theme Discussion

Challenges
for Women
Poets

Women poets faced criticism as modernist and Marxist critics questioned
their artistic worth. Publications plummeted, and figures like Sara
Teasdale faced crises, with Edna St. Vincent Millay struggling to adapt
her romantic image to political themes.

Women on
the Left and
Proletarian
Realism

The 'Red Decade' saw women contributing to socialist literature, adding
gender and sexual perspectives to class themes. Writers like Mary
Heaton Vorse and Meridel Le Sueur explored complex subjects like
abortion and female solidarity.

Literary
Silences
and
Struggles
for Identity

Authors like Tillie Olsen explored how women balanced personal
ambitions against societal roles. Olsen particularly highlighted the
silences imposed by familial expectations and traditional norms.

Cultural
Icons and
Feminist
Pioneers

Women like Zora Neale Hurston and Lillian Hellman defied norms.
Hurston's work focused on empowerment while Hellman's plays tackled
societal oppression. They refused to conform to racial and gender
expectations.

The Impact
of Popular
Fiction

Strong female protagonists marked popular literature, with works by
Pearl Buck, Laura Ingalls Wilder, and Margaret Mitchell highlighting
themes of resilience, though sometimes with criticism for historical
portrayals.

Conclusion

The 1930s were transformative for women writers, who faced societal
and gender biases but laid the groundwork for subsequent women's
literary movements, providing profound insights into the women's
experience.
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Chapter 15 Summary: - The 1940s: World War II and
After

The 1940s in American literature are often seen as a transitional period,

 marked by World War II and its aftermath, which created a distinct

dichotomy between the contributions of men and women writers. During the

war, while many men were engaged in combat, women's voices gained

prominence on the home front. Writers like Rosie the Writer emerged

alongside icons like Rosie the Riveter, contributing war poetry and literature

aimed at boosting morale. This period saw women grappling with their roles

and the validity of their contributions, pondering whether their wartime

poetry was significant although it was often disconnected from direct

combat experiences.

The war also presented unique opportunities for women who sought to break

traditional boundaries. Some women became war correspondents, like

Martha Gellhorn, who reported from the front lines, including the harrowing

experiences of Jewish refugees and the liberation of Dachau. Meanwhile, the

internment of Japanese-Americans led to a deep exploration of identity and

racism, as exemplified by Hisaye Yamamoto, who began her literary career

in an internment camp newspaper, later addressing themes of displacement

and cultural tension in her works.

For African-American women writers, the 1940s continued to reflect
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struggles against racial segregation and economic hardship. Writers like

Margaret Walker and Gwendolyn Brooks addressed African-American

culture in their works. Walker's "For My People" and Brooks's "A Street in

Bronzeville" explored themes of race and identity, winning critical acclaim.

However, their success was often shadowed by the racial biases of the

publishing industry, which limited recognition and resources for women of

color.

Concurrently, the American literary canon was still dominated by male

voices. Critics and literary movements like the New Criticism often

marginalized women's writing, which contributed to a scarcity of female

representation in anthologies and historical accounts. Nonetheless, artistic

retreats like Yaddo offered women a rare opportunity to develop their craft

away from domestic responsibilities, though not without challenges of

rivalry and political tension.

One of the notable voices from this period was Carson McCullers, known

for works like "The Member of the Wedding," which explored complex

themes of identity, belonging, and the impact of war on personal growth.

Similarly, Jean Stafford's "The Mountain Lion" delved into themes of

childhood rage and gender, reflecting Stafford's own struggles with societal

expectations and personal turmoil.

Eudora Welty, in contrast, maintained a more stable personal life and
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focused on the human experience in the South, though her avoidance of

directly addressing racial issues drew criticism. Her work, however, was

praised for its narrative construction and vivid portrayal of the South,

contributing to her esteemed place in American literature.

The 1940s also saw the rise of black women novelists like Ann Petry, whose

novel "The Street" vividly depicted the challenges of a black woman in

Harlem. Petry's work highlighted the intersection of race, gender, and social

injustice, challenging the social protest narrative that often sidelined

women's experiences. Similarly, Dorothy West's exploration of racial and

class identity offered a glimpse into the lives of the black middle class and

paved the way for future African-American literature.

In the realm of mass-market fiction, the decade saw the development of

popular genres, including the teenage romance and historical epic,

exemplified by works like Kathleen Winsor's "Forever Amber" and Betty

Smith's "A Tree Grows in Brooklyn," which captured the imaginations of

American readers despite the post-war push for women to return to

traditional domestic roles—a societal reel-back of the wartime gains.

Overall, the 1940s in American literature highlighted the tensions between

progress and regression for women writers. While increasing professional

opportunities illustrated their competence, societal expectations continued to

constrain their personal and professional choices. The period set the stage for
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further changes in women's literature and the burgeoning recognition of

diverse voices in subsequent decades.
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Chapter 16: - The 1950s: Three Faces of Eve

The book chapter on "The 1950s: Three Faces of Eve" delves into the

 multifaceted nature of American women's identity during the fifties,

reflecting a more profound societal undercurrent than was superficially

visible. The decade opened with the publication of "The Three Faces of

Eve," a revealing case study of a woman with multiple personalities. This

text subtly suggested that behind the facade of the perfect housewife lay

complicated, even tumultuous inner lives.

Parallel to societal expectations of women were the portrayals in art and

literature that mirrored internal conflicts and multiple identities. Notably,

Diane Arbus, a photographer, captured outcasts in society, reflecting hidden

parts of herself. Similarly, literature vividly illustrated dualities in women's

lives, depicting them as both the dutiful and the rebellious.

The chapter further highlights three quintessential female archetypes of the

fifties. The "good girl" was the archetypal housewife, embodying the

domestic ideal yet substituting her ambitions for a life of household labor.

Prominent works such as Betty Friedan's assertions illustrated how

labor-saving devices ironically increased women's domestic burdens. Shirley

Jackson's writing encapsulated this clash, lampooning domesticity, as noted

in her humorously candid exchange in Life Among the Savages.
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The "intellectual and artist" was another prominent archetype, often seen as

a social outcast or even a freak. Despite their intellectual sophistication,

women writers of the time faced isolation and were considered second-class

within male-dominated literary circles. Ellen Moers, a critic, compared the

work of Diane Arbus and Carson McCullers as exploring similar themes of

self-hate and haunted identities. Writers sought literary acknowledgment but

found traditional avenues closed or hostile.

The "bad girl" represented another face, tempting fate by embodying

promiscuity or bold sexuality. Against a backdrop of pervasive sexual

double standards, works like Kinsey's "Sexual Behavior in the Human

Female" challenged assumptions, revealing a hidden truth about women's

desires. Sylvia Plath's frustration with these restrictive societal boundaries

illustrated the personal struggles behind these revelations.

Parallel narratives of intellectual women writers thread through the chapter.

Mary McCarthy emerged as an iconic figure, known for her satirical edge

and personal complexity. Both humor and irony characterized Flannery

O'Connor's work, though her writing often concealed underlying tensions

regarding gender and race, often sidestepped in Southern literary culture.

O’Connor represents a unique blend of theological intensity and grotesque

fiction, straddling theological exegesis and transformational storytelling.

Moving toward the "bad girl" turn, Shirley Jackson provided a darker lens
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on 1950s womanhood, blending domestic ennui with psychological terror in

works like "The Haunting of Hill House." Her narratives, intertwined with

themes of madness and anger, were reflective of a society grappling with the

duality of feminine roles. Another literary echo of rebellion appeared with

Grace Metalious’s "Peyton Place," a daring narrative for its stark portrayal

of sexuality that resonated widely, despite or because of its scandalous

reputation.

Despite poetry being seen as a masculine realm during the decade, women

poets like Marianne Moore, Elizabeth Bishop, and others challenged this

view with their unique voices. While some, like Bishop, eschewed overt

gender consciousness in their works, others, such as Anne Sexton and

Adrienne Rich, engaged deeply with the female experience, incorporating

elements of domesticity, mental illness, and societal expectations into their

verse.

The chapter doesn't shy away from the stories of clandestine identities and

unspoken desires, with lesbian literature emerging surreptitiously in pulp

novels and Lorraine Hansberry's plays tackling themes of race and aspiration

within black America's gaze. These narratives illustrated a undercurrent

against the stereotypical image of placid domesticity, showcasing how

women's writing in the 1950s was poised on the cusp of transformation,

making strides that anticipated the feminist waves to come.
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In essence, the 1950s were a time of simmering tension below a placid

domestic surface, a period where the literary and artistic output of women

provided crucial insights into the generational and societal shifts that were

about to take place. The chapter illustrates how these varied literary

portrayals were foundational to understanding the complex tapestry of

American womanhood during this defining decade.

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/zWumPVSnuOb


https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/LViWF8VnuOb
https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/ICzfYbXnuOb


Chapter 17 Summary: - The 1960s: Live or Die

The chapter "The 1960s: Live or Die" explores a decade of significant

 transformation in American society, framed by major political, social, and

cultural movements. It highlights the impact of these changes on women

writers who could not escape the era's transformative influence. The

narrative begins with Gwendolyn Brooks, an esteemed poet who redefined

her identity in the 1960s from a "Negro" writer to a black poet. After

attending a pivotal black writers' conference, Brooks decided to bring her

work to small black presses, aiming to create poetry that resonated with

black audiences in everyday settings.

The narrative transitions to the feminist awakening of white women poets,

who expressed themes of anger, passion, and self-discovery through poetry.

This era marked a peak for American poetry as a force for societal change,

mirroring the Romantic outburst inspired by the French Revolution.

Contrasting the swift reaction of poetry to historical shifts, novels reacted

slower due to their longer creation cycle. During the sixties, while notable

novels appeared, many reflected previous decades. Notably, S. E. Hinton

emerged, challenging gender norms in young adult fiction with works

focusing on teenage boys and gangs.

The chapter then shifts to Harper Lee’s groundbreaking work "To Kill a

Mockingbird," which delved deep into race, sexuality, and Southern life,
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winning the Pulitzer Prize and becoming a classic. The novel was based on

real trials and highlighted racial injustice, personified by the character

Atticus Finch. Lee intended to explore further novels chronicling the

Southern life, but after her initial success, no more novels came to fruition,

paralleling figures like Ralph Ellison in the literary landscape of unfinished

projects.

The exploration of the 1960s continues with Katherine Anne Porter’s "Ship

of Fools," and Mary McCarthy’s "The Group," both significant novels of the

era that faced mixed receptions yet engaged directly with contemporary

political and social issues, including critiques of progress and domestic

changes.

Joyce Carol Oates stands out in this period as a prolific novelist whose

works, produced rapidly after moving to Detroit, reflected profound social

issues, particularly around class struggle and urban tensions. Her works

highlighted the challenges of reality against romantic ambitions and offered

critiques of broader American culture.

Anne Sexton, another figure of the era, embodied the personal tumult of the

sixties through her poetry of mental illness and gender identity. Her

experiences with breakdowns fueled a rebirth as a poet, similar to

contemporaries like Sylvia Plath. Plath’s work during this time, filled with

raw emotion and groundbreaking themes, such as those in "Ariel" and "The
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Bell Jar," positioned her as a defining voice of the decade, though her

untimely death cut her career short.

The chapter culminates with a reflection on the impact and sacrifice of

women poets during this transformative decade, setting the stage for the new

needs and directions in women’s poetry in the following years. Women

writers in the 1970s, as expressed by Adrienne Rich, sought to move beyond

self-destruction to foster a broader spectrum of expression and societal

engagement. This chapter serves as a vibrant tableau of a decade that

reshaped not only literature but the very fabric of societal roles and

expectations.
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Chapter 18 Summary: - The 1970s: The Will to Change

The 1970s marked a significant era of change and awakening in feminist

 literature and criticism, characterized by a quest for transformation in

various spheres, including political, spiritual, aesthetic, and sexual domains.

Adrienne Rich's influential work, *The Will to Change* (1971), symbolized

this shift from protest against victimization to asserting feminist will. Rich,

along with other scholars like Patricia Meyer Spacks and Sandra M. Gilbert,

advocated for women writers to forge paths independent of traditional

male-dominated narratives, involving themselves in political activism and

cultural critique.

American feminism blossomed during this decade as women actively sought

to redefine their roles in society and relationships, with public figures like

Kate Millett and Shulamith Firestone bringing national attention to feminist

ideas. Feminist scholars began retrieving lost works by American women

writers, contributing to a larger cultural reckoning with women's place in

literature and history. The emergence of feminist literary criticism led to

analyses that redefined women's writing traditions and emphasized diversity,

including post-structuralist, socialist-feminist, lesbian-feminist, and

African-American feminist perspectives.

One of the decade's iconic works, Erica Jong's *Fear of Flying* (1973),

transcended generational and gender boundaries by addressing women's
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independence and creativity while speaking to universal human experiences.

Similarly, the renaissance of black women writers like Maya Angelou and

Toni Morrison underscored the importance of a separate voice and narrative

distinct from male counterparts. Morrison, who wrote novels like *The

Bluest Eye*, addressed race, gender, and the resilience of black women,

cementing her role as a leading figure who adeptly combined literary

craftsmanship with poignant social commentary.

Alice Walker, another key figure, established a profound connection with her

cultural heritage and explored the complexities of identity and artistry. Her

stories, such as *Everyday Use*, portray the tension between embracing

one's roots and engaging with wider society, often through the metaphor of

quilting as a symbol of African-American heritage.

The era was also marked by explorations into violence, rape, and the female

gothic—challenging societal norms and fears regarding gender and power

dynamics. Notable works like Judith Rossner's *Looking for Mr. Goodbar*

examined themes of vulnerability and social anxiety, utilizing the female

gothic genre to delve into societal issues.

Additionally, the 1970s witnessed a surge in feminist speculative and

science fiction, exemplified by works from Ursula Le Guin and Joanna Russ,

which critically engaged with utopian ideals and gender roles in imaginative

future societies. James Tiptree, Jr., revealed to be Alice Bradley Sheldon,
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served as a striking example of a woman who adopted a male pen name to

explore these themes with boldness and complexity.

The decade experienced a mixture of support and dissent towards feminist

ideals within the literary community. While writers like Grace Paley and

Maxine Hong Kingston embraced activist roles in their writing, others like

Joan Didion and Cynthia Ozick expressed skepticism and reluctance to fully

identify with the feminist movement, highlighting the diversity of thought

and expression among women writers at the time.

Ultimately, the 1970s was a pivotal era that forever changed the landscape of

women's writing, fostering a diverse tapestry of voices and narratives that

reshaped cultural understandings of gender, race, and identity. As writers

engaged with their histories, identities, and emerging feminist discourses,

they laid the groundwork for future explorations and discussions,

influencing literary studies and social activism for decades to come.
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Chapter 19 Summary: - The 1980s: On the Jury

The 1980s: On the Jury

During the 1980s, women surged into influential positions within the literary

establishment in the United States, finally joining literary juries not only as

writers but also as critics, reviewers, publishers, anthologists, and historians.

They began to reshape the narrative, asserting their place within the

American literary tradition through the force of feminist criticism and the

steadfast support of an expanding community of women readers and

scholars. This era marked a transformative moment for women writers, who,

liberated from the confines of male-dominated judgment, began to explore

their historical and cultural place and to redefine their literary identity.

Joyce Carol Oates played a pivotal role in this transformation by

distinguishing the gender-neutral realm of imagination from the

female-marked world of publishing and literary reception. In her work,

(Woman) Writer (1988), she insisted that the woman who writes is

intrinsically a writer and externally a woman writer, framing the tension

between identity and perception in the literary realm. During this decade,

Oates's works spanned reimagining gothic novels, contemporary academia,

and highly masculine subjects like boxing. Her exploration of masculine

violence through female perspectives expanded the thematic reach of women
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writers.

Crime and detective fiction proved to be a popular genre for appropriating

and subverting traditional conventions. Women like Sue Grafton and Sara

Paretsky introduced female detectives like Kinsey Millhone and V. I.

Warshawski—characters who embodied both femininity and toughness.

Grafton and Paretsky's growing influence led to the formation of Sisters in

Crime, an organization aimed at combating the marginalization of women's

novels and building a robust market for their works. Meanwhile, Dana

Stabenow distinguished herself with her award-winning series about

Alaska's wilderness and included themes of intrepid female exploration.

In theater and poetry, women gained visibility and acclaim. Dramatists Beth

Henley, Marsha Norman, and Wendy Wasserstein earned Pulitzer Prizes,

expanding the reach of women in elite literary circles. Sharon Olds and her

poetry collection translated personal, feminine experiences into epic

American achievements, while anthologies like Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan

Gubar's Norton Anthology of Literature by Women compiled a canon that

transcended the historical neglect of women's writing.

Amidst these developments, writers like Ursula Le Guin found inspiration in

and liberated themselves from the constraints of male literary traditions,

reclaiming autonomy in women's storytelling. Her tales, such as "She

Unnames Them," used "unnaming" as a tool to explore the disconnect
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between women and patriarchal language, shedding oppressive labels and

defining new narratives.

Housekeeping

Marilynne Robinson’s *Housekeeping* (1980) became a significant

exploration of women's relationships with language and spirituality, set

against an overlooked Western landscape. Drawing on metaphoric depth

similar to Melville and Thoreau, Robinson captured the essence of two

divergent female archetypes: those confined to domestic spaces and those

who reject such constraints. The story spans three generations of women in

the fictional town of Fingerbone, Idaho. Sylvie Fisher, a transient soul,

offers rebellious Ruth an escape from domestic confinement. Yet, their

adventures challenge them with alienation from societal norms and familial

bonds.

While the novel’s reception as feminist remains debated, Robinson intended

to write about women in a deeply human way, apart from feminist

categorization. Highly regarded in feminist communities for its unique voice

and approach, Housekeeping dealt with themes of escape from conventional

gender roles in a male-dominated society, providing space for female

autonomy and expression.
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Born in the U.S.A.—Minimalism

The renewed interest in short stories and minimalist realism paralleled the

rise of genre-refining women writers influenced by Raymond Carver.

Describing the American experience with precise yet understated language,

minimalist writers like Amy Hempel and Ann Beattie capitalized on intimate

narratives that captured the zeitgeist. Hempel, a master of miniaturism, and

Beattie, a chronicler of suburban angst, presented deeply personal themes

resonating through disillusioned post-Vietnam America.

Vietnam

Women like Bobbie Ann Mason and Jayne Anne Phillips approached stories

of Vietnam from unique perspectives, offering narratives that intertwine

personal and national histories. Their works explored the psychological

dimensions and aftermath of war, providing commentary on evolving gender

identities during the 1960s and 1970s.

Multiculturalism

The multicultural wave of the 1980s not only enriched American literature
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but reflected broader societal shifts towards inclusivity. From Sandra

Cisneros’ Chicana narratives in *The House on Mango Street* to Amy Tan’s

intergenerational exploration in *The Joy Luck Club*, women writers

foregrounded tales of cultural blending and identity conflicts. Bharati

Mukherjee and Louise Erdrich expanded narratives of immigration and

Native American heritage, respectively, proving that diversity in literary

themes was not only viable but a vital part of American letters.

The Darker Sister

African-American women writers like Alice Walker, Gloria Naylor, and

Toni Morrison contributed immensely to the literary landscape of the 1980s.

Walker's *The Color Purple* challenged conventional narratives with its

portrayal of black women's resilience through adversity. Meanwhile,

Naylor’s novels, such as *Mama Day*, demonstrated groundbreaking use of

myth and folklore within African-American contexts. Morrison’s

exploration of historical trauma and memory in *Beloved* used magical

realism to articulate the unspeakable suffering of slavery. Collectively, these

authors redefined narrative standards, foregrounding complex

African-American female experiences and forcing critical reevaluations of

literary influence and merit.

Through their remarkable contributions, these women fundamentally
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reshaped the American literary canon, giving voice to diverse experiences

and expanding the notion of literary power and recognition to encompass

broader intellectual engagement and understanding. 
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The Power of Creating a New Narrative

Critical Interpretation: In Chapter 19 of "A Jury of Her Peers," the key

point is the transformative impact of women breaking into influential

literary spheres during the 1980s, reshaping narratives through

feminist criticism and solidarity. As you immerse yourself in this rich

tapestry of women writers finding their voices, consider how you, too,

can redefine narratives in your life. Just as these trailblazers

challenged the patriarchal constructs that once confined them, you can

rise above the limitations imposed by society. Whether in literature,

career, or personal growth, acknowledging the intrinsic power within

and surrounding yourself with a supportive community can inspire

you to explore untold stories and embrace your unique identity. This

decade of literary reform showcases that you, much like the

pioneering women of the 1980s, are capable of influencing narratives

that resonate beyond conventional boundaries, leaving an enduring

impact.
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Chapter 20: - The 1990s: Anything She Wants

In the 1990s, American women writers reached a stage of artistic freedom,

 unrestrained by gender constraints. This period reflected a significant

evolution from previous literary movements: feminine, feminist, and female

writing. Annie Proulx captured this freedom succinctly, emphasizing that

writers, regardless of gender, could explore any subject. The decade posed

challenges of identity, urging women writers to define themselves not just as

women but as universal storytellers, part of a broader American narrative.

Toni Morrison's 1993 Nobel Prize, a milestone for African-American and

female authors, symbolized the high cultural standing that women's writing

attained.

The literary market during this era saw a marked shift, often described as a

'feminization.' Women dominated as readers, buyers, and increasingly as

driving forces behind editorial decisions. They showed strong preference for

impactful stories featuring robust female characters. This was also the era of

influential figures like Oprah Winfrey, whose book club reshaped media

targeted towards women. However, this dominance invited criticism,

suggesting that strong market appeal could undermine critical assessment

and risk relegating literature to a 'feminine hobby.'

Despite these shifts, poetry struggled to maintain its traditional allure, even

though women outnumbered men in writing and teaching the genre.
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Esteemed poets like Louise Glück and Rita Dove continued to find acclaim,

but the genre suffered from a broader cultural disengagement. In contrast,

tragic figures such as Reetika Vazirani highlighted the poignancy and

sometimes-dark legacy of women in poetry during this time.

Women's writing also ventured into new, raw territories, notably in the

'extreme female gothic' genre that explored the macabre and violent. Works

by Susanna Moore and Joyce Carol Oates exemplified this trend, tackling

grisly themes with a confronting frankness. Memoirs of trauma, such as

Dorothy Allison's and Mary Karr's, intertwined humor with survival,

sketching poignant portraits of resilience.

The 1990s also saw the rise of 'chick lit,' a genre that brought 'women's

fiction' to the forefront with books like Helen Fielding’s *Bridget Jones’s

Diary*. Initiated in Britain, chick lit captured the lives and struggles of

contemporary single women, evolving in its American iteration to reflect

wider societal issues. Diverse offshoots like *chica lit* addressed cultural

nuances of young Latina women, marked by works such as Alisa

Valdes-Rodriguez’s *The Dirty Girls Social Club*.

Simultaneously, the narrative of hybridity became prominent, with authors

like Julia Alvarez and Jhumpa Lahiri contributing to a broader American

experience, moving past the alienation of immigrant tales to embrace

cultural hybridity. Gish Jen, for example, offered stories that reflected a
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changing American identity, merging multicultural elements in her fiction.

Reimagining American literary classics from a female viewpoint became a

creative endeavor for authors like Susan Sontag and Sena Jeter Naslund.

Sontag, a noted intellectual, turned to fiction with works like *The Volcano

Lover*, exploring women’s historical narratives. Naslund’s *Ahab’s Wife*

redefined Melville’s *Moby-Dick* by placing a woman at the center of the

epic American narrative, challenging the traditional literary canon.

In defying gender norms, writers like Jane Smiley and Annie Proulx stood

out. Smiley’s works often critically reexamined American classics and

tackled societal taboos. Her novel *A Thousand Acres* reconfigures *King

Lear* through the lens of traumatic memory, while *The All-True Travels

and Adventures of Lidie Newton* questioned historical narratives on race

and gender. Annie Proulx's stories, especially her Wyoming tales, reshaped

Western stereotypes. Her story "Brokeback Mountain" challenged notions of

machismo with its poignant portrayal of love between two men, culminating

in an award-winning film.

As globalization unsettled rigid definitions of national literature, by the turn

of the century, women's writing had transcended these bounds, asserting its

place in the broader canon. However, critics noted the ongoing

marginalization within literary histories that often overlook women’s

influence. Thus, establishing a robust literary heritage becomes necessary,
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emphasizing inclusive critical evaluations and ensuring that women’s voices

shape future narratives. To ignore this is to leave American literary history

incomplete.
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