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ABSTRACT . | .

The spirit of retform which dominnpod American pol-
itical and sacinl lifre between the years 1890 and 1917 was,
above All, a rosponso to the impact of an new industrial
urban order which had shattered traditional institutions and
ﬂnﬁezminod cherished ngrariao ideals. Most dﬁéturbing to
mnoy observers was the havoc which the city and factory had
wrought upon American women and that sacred triumvirate,
marriage, mothenhood and the family. Tempted by unprecodent—
ed opportunltloq in education and in the professions, many
women expreéseﬂ a.dissatisfaction with a definition of femin-
inity which had relegated them to the sheltered walls of |
kitchen and nursery.  Denying that their constitution pre-
cluded an involvemont in.thé ruthless, often sordid world

of politics and finance, these "new women" proclaimed their
) A X

equaliﬁy with their male couhterparts. >
v

Historians who have.studied the woman's movement in
the Progressive era have concluded that it became an one-
. 14

issue campaign on the part of middle class ladies who agi-

v

‘tated for the franchise as‘the‘panacea for all women's ills

and woes; only within bohemion and radfé;l circles, they
argued, did "women's rights"~mean~more than a demand for
political oouality: Such an 1nterpret&t10n is erroneous,
for it overlooks a preocdhpatlon by the American pubiic with

~ﬁhe "woman uestlon" as one of the most pressing social
q
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problems oo the Prosrossive era. The New woenan wage Preo-
quently oft middie snd wpper class ogipgin, a indy who had

i T

bocome discenchanted with her protectod, luxurious Lifes

Vet she asked Cor something much preandor than a ballot. 1n

the nincteenth ceontury; the "w<nnu111)f(hN>mru1” had bden the

.-

feminine ideal., A sot't, pentlao creature, she had alfl 1led
: 3 et

berself only in marriage and motherbood, abhorrine involvo-
- . :

\

ment in the outside world as unfemirride. The: new wOa..
» ' - e

cenied that she should be contined by her b%ology to the

role of childbearer and housokeepeﬁ; woﬂmn, She aeclaréd,
mist enjoy the same freddofl, the same cxporiencge and oppor--
tunities as did men if they were to exXPIes s Lheir-inhividu—
ality. In the practical sphere, the now woman wanted the
v : , ‘
right to enter all professions and Lo ‘bBirsue a creative
career, even after marriage; cconomic independqnce was a
érorequisite to a mean&ngful Participation in society.
Repudiating a patriarchal family strﬁcttwu which had sub-
brdinated woman to the whiﬁ of har nusband, she envisioned
marriage asvpartnership, the uniQn of two equal, sovereign
.

souls. In a wider scnse; however, the phenomeﬁnn of the

new woman challenged traditional concepts of sexuality as

defined by roles and occupations, and questioned the most

'sacrosanct- of American institutions, the nuclear family., - .

‘ s
.

P s '
The sweeping implications of Pro ressive feminism
& I 08

b3

were recognized by the Ameriean reading publy s the new
woman, whether depicted as heroine or villainess, -emerged,
.- ' -
| 3

£ e

-4 .
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cagain and again as the pivotal character in much of the

era's best selling fiction. Popular literatyre. has been
[ f - N N ‘

much ignored by scholars, shunned by literary critics as

"inartistic WAd labelled by historians as fictional, there- -

B

A

fore unreal. Yet, mass literatufe reveals many of the
aspirations and fears af a given society in that it weaves-
readable plots about "relevaht" topics; Americans in the

Progressive era thought the woman queéstion to be relevant.

+ A study of American attitudes to Progressive feminisn, as

echoed in the popular literature of the period, can'providew
meaningful insights into one of the most pressing of human
problems - the role of woman in sdciety: an issue which.has

lost none of its urgency or its controversy.

-

)
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LHAPTII ONb

o , "A Cranky, PFeminist Age..,"

.what was the most salient and peculiar
polnt in vur social 1lite? The answer was: .
the situation of women, .. .the l’lklllon on

their behdlf,.."
/Hahry James (1883)l

"Is this Iﬁnq of America, this NeW‘Wofld, to become
a mere shelter, a free lodgings for the fortune seeking
ad&entufers of.tﬁé.un%verse, and all because our women have
choSen‘sport, book learning, factory life, moﬁey, as an end’
and aim, rather than the-home?”2 The question posed‘b§
Mrs. Vaﬁ Vorst's doctor-philosopher (no admirer of the
modern American female!) in her melodramatfg novel{ Issues
of Life, was-one'véry familiar to her éontempbraries. The -

0

"womin question" - the debate concerning-the proper role

-

of the female in,Amefican.society - became guddenly urgent

.~

and controversial duriné the Progressive Era, for the pre-
war decades were marked by dramatic incursions on the part
of'the'“genpler sex" into areds. of life }réditionally con-
'siderea "male". | ’

- In the‘past,'the ideal of American womanhood - the
"wémanly woﬁanh, the ;true woman", her sympathlzers called
her - had been tender, p3351ve, self- sacr1f1c1ng. Devoting
g;rself to her hUsband and'children, she had sought personal

fulfillment only within the confines of marriage and mother~
hood. In a land where individual "rights" were frequently



-

'she could not vote or hold public offiee; ironically, the
denjnl of “these basic political rights were justffied by

the oxalted station which womanhood held in. the minds of

the Amerlean public. A supportcer of woman suffrage in

Her Tntlnlte Variety was severely upbzalded by a lady who

exclaimed, "{You wouldl bring her to a level with man, to
make her soil herself with politics.. .you would Have her
3 o .

degrade and unsex herselt by going to the polls.™ The

‘"womanly woman" dabbled in art, played plea81ng tunes and
wxzte refined verse, but scorned lntellectual pursuvits as
ends in themselves. Although kind and symp%Lheblc,‘e
staunch supporter of church charities and moral codes, she ¥

did net actively involve herself‘in the larger sociai and
ethical issees of her age.

s
' " The "new woman"\(termed a "wild woman"™, a "mannish

@omanw, a "shrieking sistef" by less sympathetic onlookers)
was self-reliant, economieelly‘independent,-and socially
awafe, with a keen sense of her own individﬁality and
potem:ial_.LF Freduently single: she.was a "career" or

'"profeSSional" weman; if a member of the’upper class leisure
elite, she expressed stnoﬁg discontent with her "parasiticel"
life. The "new woman" agitated for bhe suffrage, and- she
belonged to a 'number ‘of clubs, some concerqed with the
plight of workers, particularly fellow women, in a rapac1ous
capitalistic system. (Cynlcal conservatlves had a qulte \

- ' : ; : C .

i

/
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’

‘different image of. the new woman;- she wa's unbecomingly
- aggressive, egotistuical, avaracious, faddish ghd super- .

A;ficial - hence her affinity for Causos) In any case hthe

\

' new woman repres ented a lifestyle, a code of values, an

. 1mage qulte.antlthetlcal to that of the womanly woman.-

Although marrlage and motherhood were Stlll seen
as the ultlmate sources of feminine fulflllment they were

no longer the onlyfoutlets for the new woman's creativity.

The most dramatic of these new opportunities was education.

’Between 1870 and 1890 the number of colleges admitting

. women almost doubled and the number of female coliege

~

+

students increased fivefold.” In 1896,.322 of L7/ cc'leges
and universities‘within the American states were co-edu-
cational;6 Moreover, thero was a radical alteration df
curriculum, Formerly, education éor girlsg had as its
goal,- the moé}dlng of a charming personallty - gentle, * ¢
1nnocent elegant, Wthh would ‘grace a household as wife
and pother Consequently’ "her educatlon was founded upon

the slmple theory that the less a girl knew about life,

the better prepared she was to cope with it. Knowledge of

, anﬁ sort (except the rudiments. of readlng and wrltlng, the

geography of countr:es she would never v131t the dates  of
battles she would never mentlon) was kept from her,.." .7'

Now,‘glrls wer'e exposed to the same shbgects as were the
4 IS

| boys were ex01téd by radlcal economlsts and SOClOlongtS,'

A)‘ ‘"
M

b0 o
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and elated by a sense of being part of a new age. ”Mlght"
. -

not such a [reform] movement.start frem the colleges for

women ‘as Wwell as from Oxford, from Paris," exclaimed Helda

Lathrop in A Listener in Babdl, avowing her gommittment to

Lhe ideals of the Amerlcan Republic. '"It is a democracy

under whose fObteIlng care tlhe se new pr1v11edge% had been
of fered to thejﬂomen of the new ag;e."8 Indeed, college-

educated women dominated a variety of social rcform_move—
ments.?{/The‘plaintive éomplaint was faised,by many,

'), P
howevey, that th#se new educational notions "hardened" a

’

woman by exposing her to a pmanks world", Sniffed one
. ‘ i . ‘
[} “ .
feminine objector, "Who does not love far more then mere
. \ - :

cleverness that sweetness of temper, that sunny, contented.

disposition.}."lo‘ s ' '

If broadenlng\educétlonal fac111t1es empha51zed
the variety of experlence out31de the home gnd created an
articulate, competent elite, the increasing number‘9£-
- professional Opportunities guaranteed the new»womgn qcon;_
omic independence, thus reduC1ng her rellance ‘pon the men
"in her famlly . In 18h0 only seven gainful. occupatlons,'
were open to women.ll* -By l9OO flve million women were ..
employed 1n thp U, S in 400 occupatlons. <True, the rélatlve
number of WOrklng women was small; in 1900 20.6% of gpmales
| ‘over 81xteen:years were ga1nfully~employed,12

;: majority worked long hours‘gg\iédioﬁs,'mqnotonous~jobs-in.

and the

¢



£

ql89OLs to work, even when faced w1th a dlre economlc crisis

, woman. ¢

sweltering factories. Yet4 duriné the Progressive Era,
there was a ﬁbtlceable modlflcatlon ol the publlg\* attitude"
to pnpfes51onaﬂ women. Edna berber, whose career-girl
stories and novels captiﬁated a large reading‘audienCe

(1nclud1ng Theodope Roosevelt) recalled t%it it was con-

]

51dered radlcal for a middle class woman ih the 1880's and

-

fexcept in'those"ladylike" but unremunerative skills as
: L)

book binding, embroidery; china'painting,'piano lessons)
although the townspeople accepted w1th complacency the

employment of working class glrls 1n the local paper mllls

. -

- and stores. 13 Yet in the years precedlng the Great Wars
new women her01nes are deplcbed approv1ngly as successful

barrlsters, doctors, archltects, travelllng saleswomen,

EEN

real*estate agents- factory admlnlstrators, Journalists,

) novellsts,,and cartoonlsts - an 1ndlcat10n of the trans-

A,
formation in attltude toward ‘the capablllty of .the career
v LY : .

- N

The number and varlety of women s clubs and organ-

. 1zat10ns created durlng the Progre551ve Era were aston— .

i

'lehlng- Daughters of the Amerlcan Revolutlon Un1 ed.

Daughters of-the Gonfederacy, Natlonal ASSOClatlo

, Deansﬂof WOmen° Nat10na1 Consumer's League, the Junlor

|
League the Natlonal Woman s Trade Unlon League of Amérlca,
l

to name but a few.\ The club movement achleved such pdwer y

' c R . K e
. B : . *
- L - o B | ’ -
o e, LT . . 2 it . . « .
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and prestipce thato in 1901 Convress awarded a0 national
* ' N v » 9 ' N t A . ]/‘ oK
Charter Lo the General Pedecation ot Women's Clabe, 'he
club-womn wan caricatured decisively as a protentious .)

matron, who tlatteced her opo by listening reapegtively,

-

D uncomprehendingly, to gophiast icated talks on toedious
’

» ! )
topics and relieved the boredem off her ;\(‘t‘r\x‘n(_nm;; by
o .
possipingg, in olepmt Lones, of course, over tLeacups.: In
reality, the club movement served an extremely important
function in creating a sense of solidarity among women.
"Women, before the present century, led as Car as other

women woere concerned, a solitary existence," noted Martha

White. The signiflicance of the club movement lay in the

~

"establishment of {rank, disinterested relations, based

‘on the same sympathies, tolerance and community of interests
l .

. 15
which characterize friendships agong men." ” ' Morcover, the
- o~
" clubs weresextremely effective as agencies of social reform;

they f&gght for child-labor laws, compulsory education,

’

liquor control, municipal improvements (town libraries,

parks, playgrounds),{6

B

with necegsary administrative skills. Finally, tﬁrough

and they provided the lcadership

the clubs, particularly the working girls' clubs and the
settlement houses, the upper clasd became aware of the
existence of their less fortunate counterparts, Hildb, the

observer at Langlgy Hall in the novel A l.istener in/ﬁg;;l, )

watched with amusement as the fashionable elite, f@lled

with righteous enthusiasm; sought to eliminate poverty

e



Chroveh ottty ddeals aond impractical means. "Wonen were

’

tausht palatable cooking.o..in ntensila which t,}ltr)r\‘\1«>V'@ ¢
sawfberore and connet artord to buy...n mother's clab

received instructions as to Lhe proper dict of babioeg
-

a <‘('<w1?(ii ng Lo the ITatest and alas! of'ten most expensive

ahoe coneluded, "she had never lived be-

methoda. .. ™ Y(‘(v,

fore wihh-pvoglv who were moved by ¢ven o tadnt desire to
] . . . , .'nly/
share thelr treasures with &P}h‘ world at Iarpgc.
- . ol

Most disconeerting to many obscervers, however, was
the pervasive sense ol discontent. and restlessness, partic-
ularly among, the young, the vapue, often inarticulate

mutterings of revolt against a woman's lot in the world and

. +

the angry rejection of the passive-aml dpmestic role tra-

ditionally agsigned her. "I1I'11 rather die than become a

18
victim," vowed anrﬂ&ila, a new woman and her promise
-4
was echoed by many of her modern 'sisters.
.\
AL . -

"people defyiny, their betters, women deserting
their natural sphere, atheists denying. hell...
young girls talking about independence and

their own lives... - Hal"
C _ - Hagar (1913)

Why this discontent, this pervasive sense of
grievance? Was not America a paradise for wonfen? Werc not

~ American females unusually free and independent when com-
20
pared with their counterparts in Europe?‘ "At no period

of the world's history has a nation created a happier



‘.f - E
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environment. for its women Lhan Lhe U5, dooes today." 5o
cone luddet] 1%\{5; Austealian tourist in‘an article aptly /Litled
» .

Y

. e . : D
"I'he Most Seltish Beingrs in the World, " Many obaservers
of the American scene concurred.  Amoerican Swomen married

N . L4 . * .
frecly, with little ropard tor parental ruidance; they
< \
travelled unescorted, without avousing the opprobium of

their fellow countrymen.  They had extensive property

rights -"We can make, keep, lose and bequeath money as

freely as our fathers and husbands," onc woman proudly

22
claimed. They were respected and protected by their

‘husbands, lavished with luxury; in comparison with’the
leisurely and comfortable lives of their wives, American

- men toiled long hours to maintain their homes, working
>

: . 23
Iike "beasts of burden™ under taxing conditions. F'inally,

the mechanization of the home had greatly reduced the
. S 4
drudgery of household chores (which, in any case, were

mainly performed by faceless and forgotten servants, the
other half of Ame;icqn womanhood)(/ No wonder men were -
baffled. "Think how their grandmothers had to work...now
all these riﬁiculous creatures had to do was to touch a
button and men's brains do the.rest...yet nowadays they are

making more fuss than all the.women that ever lived before,

2L 4
put’ together." Even among the women in the léwer classes,

, ‘ . .

the same independence was.noted; American girls avoided the i
. - LY

humiliating servitude of domestic service and refused to

toil in the fields, as did.peasant women elsewhere in the
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25
world., ‘ ‘ \ .
L 4

This (xnnfoxﬂuxble, lxnnanjd<:'p01%»;;ynl of' middle

class Americanswomanhood offered no explanation for the
;

new dissatisfaction, for why should women complain,
sheltered s they werd, from the worse. aspecgs of 1ife?
Some dismissed the woman question as a tad. "The New
Woman wlll not continuc long in the lund.‘ like other
fashions, she is destined to éxcite notsions, to be admired,

26

criticized and forgotten."” Had there not been {eminist

movements in America before, militant radicals who had
demand ed suffrage and worn bloomers and iroached free love
and who were remembered with derision, if at all? Were

»
not these new feminine spokesmen representative of the
q

\ .
lunatic fringe, "mannish wémen" belonging to what has been

AR -
aptly called "the third sex"? /

‘@gre pensiveﬂcommentators were reluctant to dismiis
the matﬁé} 50 quickly, for t?ey'recqgnized important différ—
ences between previous womeh's movements and that of their -
own- age. Earlier femiﬂist causes, despite theim publicity)
had relatively few active adherents; the ney wémdn; the
%omen wﬁb worked in the factqries, or attended collegeort
entered a'profession or belonged to a club or engaged in
social refbrm; numbered in the millions. Although the
majority of women clung to domeétic Valueé, perceptdve

L]

observers realized that an altered status for the feminine
<



0

. . .
half was no longoer irwnt or prophecy, bul an actna Lity.
N

Morcover, those who demanded an extension of political
rishts or who ériLicind.Lho subjusation of women wero
Frequently 1the daupghters of an upper elass elite, the
lcuretakcrs of American ideals. "No previous one | movement, |
T i

in this pary of the country has had so much lcader‘ship or

so much following of a supposedly conservative sort."

Wiﬁh increasing agitation, conservatives perceived
a tendency among Amecrican women to avoid the traditional
rzsponsibilities of marriage and motherﬁood. Pointing to
the decreasing birth rate, alarmists talked wildly gbout
race suiéido" and the impending sabsorption of the Anglo-
Saxon race by sullen, slovenly immigrénts with their swarms
of children: Women were marrying later, if at all. Despite .
conflicting evidence from statisticians, it was w1dely
believed that the majorlty of college educated women delib-
erately chose not to marry, dedicating themselves instead

to a sterile pursuit of knowledge.“’ Even working girls
Qere reluctant to bécome wives, "The factories arc full
of old maids; gﬁé colloges are full of old maids; the
ballrooms in the worldly centres are full of old maids."jo
If women were morg hesitant about.assuming the Joys of-holy
wedlock, they were alsd more willing to cas£ off iRs
burdens. The number of divorces awarded in the American
: -

states increased dramaticglly (by 1900, the percentage of

divorces per population was two times greater than that of

[
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IMborated Switverland and thirty Limes greator than that
' i . Y U
. PO ‘L
of Great Britain), and concerned C(munentatxnwswnuttort%i
that it was largely the fault of the wives who had grown
. - L N

. ©32
weary of thelr domestic roles,

When a collection of Old Chester stories was pub-

¢ !

lished in 1900 - written by Margarct Deland, an important

prewar writer on the woman question, and portraying life

‘
\

in a small, preindustrial Pennsylvannian village, one

reviewer noted wistfully that they recalled the "quaint

‘

ways and manners of an almost forgotten past, over which

‘e
s

] N . R :
broods a peace found only where...modest competétlon was
all that was considered either necessary or desitable,
and where the jostle and rivalry of a busy world are un-

33 . .
known." The Progressive LKra was an epoch of cultural
) : \ '
crisis, caused by the rapid urbanization and industrializ-

ation of the nation during the nineteonth century, and the

—~

acrlmonlous debate concerning the p031t10n of the woman
in 55c1ety is compreheh51ble only when con31dered within
this atmosphere'of confusing flux, of nostalgia for a

vanishing agrarian lifestyle, for a simple, free yet ordered
' ~
existence, on the one hand, and on the other, a confident .

belief that ﬁhe new urban industrial order augured well for
g

manklnd For, the new woman was a creature of this brash
new order upon ths ‘both liberal and conservatlve agreed.

"Machlnery 1s the cuckoo that has- pushed women out of the
. 4

nest of,domesticity...l haven't a biéssed'thing to do in



10

LTide, scotfing at the naivete of her\companion who had
mildly swggested that housework ohOU]d absorb a woman's

l

enerby.Bh .1t was }ndustrldllzqtlon Whlch had created
unprecedented opportunities for middlefclass women in
business and in the profession;, and hgdAforced lower class
girls into thé factories to supplément the meagre income
of ﬁheir familiés.. It was the cities with their variety
of experience, ”thgif’useless agitation, the feverish |
rush" one critic remarked grimly, that offered a vision of
life much lérger than the stifling confines of home and
-marriage. This 1dent1flcatlon of the,;ew woman w1th the
-modern industrial order compllcated the debate, for the
arguments of observers were strongly coloured by théir

personal reactions to the rise of the American city.

A dispassionate discussion wa§ rendered even more

difficult by the peculiar moral and méstical image which

"Womanhood" represented in the American mind. In Christian

mythology, the ideal lady was the Madonna - tender mother-
hood with sheltering arms about _a heipless infént, com-
‘passionate ﬁitying, merciful yet removed from the grlm
sordidness of the human condltlon. The "womanly woman",
the "rue woman", the Southern "lady" were also %;chetypes.
of maternity and the embodiment ?f ethical valuzs ; ¥

innocence, purity, humility, gentle virtues which implied

- K.
%
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“

a rejection of'thé.crass materialistic pursuits of every-
déy life. _This‘glorification of womanhood as life giver
and moral paragon in effect limited her role.to marriége .
. and motherhood. "...the o@}y-thingswpich was heid up'to
her as praiseworthy was th; tender ministering to the
needs of those around her..;the conquest of ﬁen by beauty

C w35

and charm." Moreover, a woman was sech as a socia;
being, incomplete as it were,without the love of husband
and children; in contrast, thg "manly" man was rugged,
'self—reliant, individualistic, freéuently a loner, a
drifter without ties, -.an image of freedomlwhiph has per-
sisted in frontier folklore ana the haunting éongs of the

road. Finally, woman was the stabilizing force within

~ "the nuclear family unit, the basis, it was believed, of

modern society and civilization; although subject to the
authority of the husband, the wife was the source of that
‘ .

love which created family harmony. In a world of confusing-*

change, the stability‘of the home suddenly seemed very

dear.

"The Workingmanfénd the Woman, the NLW Womah, be it
remembereq, meet us at'every page of liter;ture written in
the English ianguage,"36 one reporter noEed, rather im-

. patiently, in 1894, It is unfortunate indeed thét'sub—
sequent pistorians haVeJargely.ignored the preo¢cupation
'with the woman question during the Progressive Era, for

the topic offerS[vahuable insights not only igto the
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position of women in sdcicty during this crucial perijod,
& useful study in itself, but also a revealing commentary
on their vision of compunity, morvality and purposec in life.

When Henry James complained that the modern decades-were
. . //ﬂ"

é‘cranky feminist age and Henrf Adanfs, brooding darkly

~

over the fate of contemporary ci¥ilization, lamented the
altered status Qﬁfaomen, they were convinced that the

woman problem was symbolic of something larger that was -

LY

amiss in the soul of America. They, like many of their -
fellow citizens, viewed the woman question as part of a

cultural and ethical disintegration.

3.

The. shy, respectable, commonplace woman;
the -woman of ringlets...and many babies...
>~ 1s evolving ideals that 'are changing her

life...
"The Change in the Feminine Ideall,
©(1910). 27

"The heroines of romance and drama today are a
*

different sort from the Evelinas and.Arabeilas of the last

century;ﬁ Charlotte Perkins Gilman noted with approval in

.~

1898, "Not bnéy do they look differently, they behave
3 - , : .
differently.” Her observation was not unique; numerous

contemporary critics had?also noticed the creation of a new

[4

woman in literature, distinct from the convthional heroine
' . N |

_of an earlier age. The authors were not unconscious re-

corders of society's altering attitudes toward women.

A brief glance at popular li{g;éture published during the

I3

/
./

i

1
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Progressive Era will indicate that a large percentage of
best sellers dealt cexplicitly with the woman question,

particularly the role of the new woman vis a vis home

marriage. ) ¢

In 1908, the publication of Together, a savage
indictment of modern womanhood, shocked aqgﬁscandalized
American readers. Its author, Roberk Herrick,.con@emplat—
ing the responSibilities of the novgiist, scribbled in his
notebook that it was the duty of the writer to describé,
accurately and-dispassionately, the problems and ills of <
the .society in which he li_ved..39 This definition of
‘aovelist as“soeiaf*critic wasvaccepted, in practice, by
many of his contemporaries, whOse "social" or "problem"
novels were primarily cqQncerned with a-realistic portrayal
ofximeriban life. "They rejected thd§"30rd}dness" and
"deprav%;y" of the French naturallsﬁ scﬂoq%% they retained
a romantic fondness for happy endlngs, but they analyzed

in depth, the major issues threatenlng tha Republlc.

L
#

nge’of these novels; WOrks by Edith Wharton,
Ellen Glasgow, Wilia Cather, still survive as’minor élaséics
in the Americaﬁ literary tradition. The majority are; now .
seldom.r'ad,'at least in academic circles. Literary crit-
iax{m '

ics have issed them w1th derision, contemptuously

\

notlng their stilted prose, their tiresome igresalons and

-their melodramatic plots, ignoring their infrequent but
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nevertheless ﬁoving insights into human existence. As
philosobhical treatises,.they appear didactic,‘rigia;

oféen hopelessiy outdated.  Yet as,hisg9%ical_evidence,
they‘can be invaluable. A novel, a shérg story, a play &
like a diary, is basically a subjective document; a frag-
mentary, distorted glimpse into a complex world through the
eyes of a contemporary. However, literature which achieves
popular acclaim, regardless of its artistic merit, is
something which transcends the view point of én'isolated
~-individual; in touching the mindé and hearts of lérge
numbers of people, it somehow reveals and arg?culaies
common inner ngeds, desires and aspirations. ‘Winsth
Churchill, Margaret Deland, Harold Bell Wright, Edna
Ferber, Thomas Dixon were popular noveiists.and story
tellers during their day; their works were eagerly read
and widely quoted, often serialised in the leading maga-
iines. ‘All wefe concerned with the impact of the new
woman upon Américan society. Hence, an evaluation‘of-

their works can provide valuable insights info popular

attitudes towarg-the woman question in the Progressive Era.

Traditionally, writing-had.been(one of the few
k'vocéupations‘open to women in America. By the "feminine
fifties", so manylgehtlewoméh wére publiéhingrnovels,
poetry and children's stories that Nathaniel Hawthorne ot
scornfully. termed it an age of scfibbling femalgs. Howejer)

the reading public of the nineteenth century did not expi%pzs |
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fﬁ;éhag women should write about the seme subjects as die a
Wiﬁhan "The beauty, delicacy, ideality and-grace of femin—
/ 1n1ty is as necessary 1n literature as 1t is in 3001ety
one literary Crltlc gravely admonished. "As a preacher

;; of the beatitudes of moral and spiritual refinement, as

a prophet of the ideal regions of exayted womanhood and
manhood, woman possesses ih literature...a masterful
influence."l*O In the late eighties and earl& nineties, a

' number of writers broke with the tradition of the woménly
authoress, and began exploring afeas traditioﬁelly reserved
to men. Mé?géfé% Deland recalied fuefﬁlly that her father
had vigorously applauded her first book, a elim velgme of
pretty nature poems, because "they are pleasing and per-
,;l fég%ly.suited.to a young lady", but strongly opposed the
?“"-‘publication of‘her first.novel in 1887, a study-of‘a

\ Calv1nlst minister, for what.could a woman know of su

o 9.‘ L1
| \‘gmatters. The release of the Descendant in 1893, writtén

f’by a frail Virginian girl, shocked Southern gentlllty, for

} s#ie had dlscussed 1lleg1t1mate birth, a matter a "lady"

o ‘ 2

x!‘, refused to acknowledge as real. 4 . In short, “during the
\i,. \ '
h&& Progre581vé'Era, a number of women ‘were wrltlng, i&‘an un-

precedented manner, about the world in whlch they lived,

expre831ng strong and ‘articulate v1eWp01nts about woman in

'§fjAmerlcan SOCletY. .
5 : . o .
| Vascillating between!a sympathetic‘understanding of
s : : St .

\ . : . SEeet o \
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the new woman's discontent, and a loyal adherence to the

,,O
mystical image of the "lady," Progres31ve writers were at
tlmesb ambiguous, contradnctory and 1llog!.hl in thelr
treatment of the woman qustlon, so, much so that the read-
ingkpublic was frequently misled concerning their inpeﬁdi?;‘
purpose. Robert Herrick, fo xamp%e,'tas a staunch tra
ditionalist who strongly dizzgied moder &omen, bitterly
sttacking.their excessive indﬁviduaiism and exposing their
‘foibles; yet, ironically, he himself was persecuted as a
-radical who had defamed Aﬁerioan,womsnhood-and encouraged
ssxual license. It is this ambiguity which renders a neat
classification of Progréssipe writsrs hazardous!‘ipdeed
impossible. Fpg%phe purpose of this essay, the}terms
"liberal" and "conservative" are used only in their widest .
'sense. The "liberal" is one who-is‘dissatisfied with the.
existing order and sympathetic to its victims; who accepts
.institutions as necessary[but maintains the prlm;cy of the
individual in soc1ety, who cheerfully in 1sts on the inher-
ent/éoodness and power of humanity and the poss1b111ty of
. peaceful rLform.A.The "conservatlve" accepts the ex1st1ng
ord?} as ordalned by divine or cosmlc plan, honors 3001ety S
1nst1tut10ns as. necessé;y counterwelghps to. the weakness of
:humanlty, and re51sts change, dlstrustﬁng the 1nherent av-
‘arice of the individual.. In the context of the woman' o
‘questlon, the llberal emphathlzed W1th bhe woman as, exp101ted

mlnorlty, supported her rlght to legal and pOlltlcal equallty,

e -
SN
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but agonized over the conflict between the individualism
of the woman and the demands Wy the institutions of marri-
age and family. The conservative accepted the patriarchal

family structure, lauded the sanctity of marriage and the

. home, and stressed the inherent. differences in personality, .

v

roles and responsibilities between the sexes. The issue

is further complicated, however, by the reaction on the

part of.reformefs who, in rejecting the blatantyeconomic
individualism which characterized tge‘capitalist o;der,
re~iterated the values of sociai'oohCern and‘responsibility.
The woman's question and itstemphasis.ondthe individuality
of momen provided a puzzling‘dilemma to liberal thinkers,

1ntent on constructlng a sense .of communlty amld the anarchy

of the: modern 1ndustr1al urban state.

. . a
LR 2 » ) o

,

"It is only by perfectly realizing thls tradltlon of
womanly woman, %;fls onlxﬂby completely understandlng how
deeply it has colored almost ;11 that man has written ab0dt~'
women...that she shall begln to grasp‘the‘grofound 31gn1f1—}
cance of the woman's movement it wrote é?ien Glasgow 1n
1913, in a perceptlve artlcle conqernlng the deplctlon of
the her01ne 1n»flct10n. The llterature of the Progre381ve
Era 1s a valld p01nt of departure for such a study, for a
con51derable portlon was domlnated by a preoccupatlon w1th

the woman questlon.

DR -
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\ CHAPTER TWO

"The Womanly Woman'™; "True Womanhood" in Victorian America

‘ ‘
N

The bride, of course, fainted

For being acquainted

With manners, she knew what was right.

- 19th century American I‘hyme.l

)

"The world can spare its money more easily than
it can spare its love and romance, its tender relations,
its beauty and the grace and love bropght to it by the
spiritual influence of good women," conclﬁded Eleanor Whiting
primly, in an essay abhorring the growing numbers of working
" women in America (1898).2 Her argument was a reiteration of
a %%minine ideal very familiar to her contemporaries. In
the nineteenth century, women were extclled, idealized and
romanticizéd as soulful, etﬁereal creatures, intrinsically
chaste and innocent, ldcking those base, barbaric passioné\\
common to men. " ([Passipn] is an unholy attribute implanted
by the Creator, with unscrutable wisdom, in the nature of ffj
man and left oyt in the nature of woman, " Gabriella was
solemnly informed by her genteel Southern mother who was
obviously perplexed by God's peculiar sense of taste (Life

and Gabriella).3 In the complacent rhetoric of feminine

mythology, the man's world was one\of ruthless competition

- <

and fierce struggle, a.frenziég scramble for wealth,'land

2l
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and security; wemen Qore gentle beings who soothed plaintive
children and created comioxtd%le, harmonious homes. Men,
engrossed in the grim practicalitic% of everyday life, had -
little time o} patience for abottgcf academics; womén were
refined connoisseurs of culture, who valued beauty and har-
mony. In countless speeches and sermons women were invoked
as the uplifting, spiritual force which represented all that
was best in American society. "In the shrine of his secret
‘fancy, she appeared primarily as an object of revereﬁce, a
white souled angel clad in the graceful dutlines of flesh...
a being imbued with the stimulating and intellectual inde-

pendencg he had been taught to associate with American

_womanhood." (Unleavened Bread).

Symbolic of their superior status were the manf
chivalrous gestures and acts of dfference extended women
on the part of mén who acknowledged the presence of a lady
by a marked abstention from vulgar behaviour, profane lang-
uage and unpleasant conversation. (Grumbled Eﬁe unscrupulous
tycoon, disquieted by the disapproval in hile{ée's eyes,
"Women and clergy, they are both alike, made for some other
kind of world than thls.") Feminine ears were carefully
"~ shielded from distasteful topics,'especially épicy tales
of public and privéte immorality, for sevefal weeks,
Margaret Deland had been forbid‘en by‘her pareﬁts to read

the newspapers for they contained indelicate references to

the Beecher adultery trial of 1872, 6 The most powerful and .
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pervasive image of true womanhood, indeed the basis of the

reverence accorded her, was that of lady as mother. "None

of his daughters could do more than read and write and spell
after a fashion," remlnloced one Southern gentleman (Life

and habrlella), "and yet," he added proudly, "what wives

and mothers they had made": one had borne thirteen children,

nine of them boys.7’ His' approval of his daughters as "suc-

cessful"™ women was .echoed by his contemporaraes, regardless

of sex, for motherhood was regarded as the ultimate ex-

qfession of femininity.

In 1911, Kathleen Norris published a short novel,

Mother: a Story, an articulate and popular vindication of

traditional feminine values. Her embodiment of ideal woman-
liness was an aging mother, Mrs. Paget, seen‘through the
critical eyes of her modern daughtor. Married at twenty
and mother of eight children, she had worn herself out in
hard work and in childbirth, surrendering her personél am-
bitions, indeed her.perSOnal identity, in her concern for
her family ("Her own personal ambitions, if she had—an;,
were quite lost s1ght of and the actual outlines of her
character were forgotten by everyone, herself 1ncluded ")

The daughter, 1n1t1ally\resentful of the anguish ¢f woman's

role, gradually accopted,thé mother's philosophy as govd,

indeed necessary. "fhere is something magnificent in a
. woman like .your mother who begins elght destlnles instead .

" of one! She does not strain and chafe to express herself
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through the medium of poetry or music or the stage, but
she puts her whole splendid philosophy into her nursery...
a

She knew that faithful, selfiforgetful service and the love
thatlspends itself over and over are the secrets of happi-

ness."8 In short, the womanly woman as mother, was lifé—'
goddess.— tﬁe perpetuator of human existence, the willing
,l§ictim upon whose back family and civilization were built,

the symbol of ultimate altruism.

Irénicaliy, the idealization of woman relegated hér
to an inferior position within.éociety and imposed a stifling
conformit§ in behaviour, personality and role.A‘The.womanly
woman was described in such detail that the slightest de-
"parture from the mould was severely censored. Robert Elno

e ,

McGldqg, in his study of American family (1820-1870) dis-
cof;réd that sex roles were sharply definea among middle
class children. "Little girls had to be poised and decorat-
iVe; At six)or seven years of age, féshionable girls began
to wear stays...in soph;sticated urban centers, girls of |
nine and ten began wearing,co;;etics and practising the;
proper gestures, expressions and conversations... (féf)...A .
a proper girl was to be an ornament of sociéty." The ‘
feminine roie was strictly domesiic: marriage and mothéiéood.
iYet, the girl was expected to be.passive, shrinkiﬂé,‘acqui-

escent, courted and won by her suitor, never the active

arbiter of her own destiny. Within marriage, woman's one
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career, she was subordlnate to the authorluy of her husband
as hsad of the household. FExtolled as the custodlaﬂ\of
culture, a girl was carefully sheltered from controversial
thiakers and "unlovely" ideas. Spiritoal cfeatures easily
soiled by contact with the real world, women were denied
political and legal rights. "It must be'aggfaVating,"
exclaimed one feminist sympathizer, "When those who desire
them to remain without political rights declare women a far
nobler creature-than man, that she 'has a divine mission!
and that it would be a shame to degrade her by asking her
to exercise the rights of citizenship...those fetters,
however artfully gilded.. .keep women perpetually as minors,
which make them, as a class, the fellows and peers of
children. "0 | -

“
N

Ellen Glasgow published an angry essay on feminism

in the New York Times Book Review “in 1913, Ostensibly a

discussion of The Truth About Women (a feminist tract written
[ 4

. by E. Gasqu01ne Hartley) it was a lucid, penet;\tlng explor-

ation of the femlnlne stereotype 1n llterature. Heroines,
she scornfully scoffed were always womanly women, imbrued
with "modesty, goodness self-sacrifice, an 1nord1nate cap-.
301ty for forglveness, 'about as much religion as my
William likes', and now and then, a llttle vivacity - all

: suff1c1ently %Eluted to make ithe mixture palatable to the

1 ,
opfosite sex." ; The object of_her Sarcastic attack were;
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male authors who had created and perpetuated a stereotype
of womanhood which had been accepted by women themselves.,
"Ages of false thinking concerning her on the part of

others," Miss Glasgow claimed, "have bred in women the

dangerous ‘habit of false thlnklngfabout herself and she
has denied her own humanity so long and so earnestlybthat
'she has come at last almost to believe in the truth of her
denial. nl? Ironically, in the nineteenth century, those
most gullty of perpetuatlng the myth of the. womanly woman

were female novellsts who offered a con51stent femlnlne

model for the-emulatlon of their many readers.
/ h '

fﬁe gentle, sweet ladies df the nineteenth century
frequently whiled eway idle hours absorbed in the'maudlin
sentimentality of the "domestic novei". Melodramatic tales
‘'of home and family, the domestic-novels.glorified as heroine
~the womanly woman Wwho ultlmately triumphed amid life's sor-
rows, because of her intrinsic splrltuallty._l3 Generally
written by women .for women, scorned by men as insipid and
‘damned by critics as inept, they‘were; nonetheless, the

‘best sellers of the Victorian ége; no literary work matched

the popularity,of Mrs. Susan Warner's A Wide, Wide World (a
melancholic story of an ill-treated, but\pioﬁs orphan);
Augusta-Evans'Wilson's'st. Elmo-(a morglistic tale of a
chaste woman who converts herfloverlfrom sinister rake to
sincere’ mlnlster) or Martha Finley's "Elsie books" (a

‘"syrupylseries about a dull,'but very good girl). The plots
. | : - i i -

to
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were frequently absurd, always predictable; the characters .
wooden stereotypes. "Take a brokenhearted Georgia beauty,"
wrote Rose Terry Cooke cynicaliy, "a fairy princess - g3
consumptive school mistress - an elderly lady with a drunken
husband - a young woman dying of the perfidy of her lover"
and one had the essentials for a.successful domestic noyel.u*
Despite their imperfections, howerer, domestic ndvels are
‘\E;gnificant, both fer-their portrayals of ideal womanhbod,
and their subtle,at times unconscious, assumptions about
the role of woman vis a vis that of man in the hlghly struc-
tured\world of Victorian society.
The heroine in the domestic rovel was invariably
beautiful, graceful‘in her mannerisms,  elegant in her drees.
kShe was dutiful ever willing to sacrifice her own pleasure

for the gratlflcatlon of fatHer, husband or child. 1In the

Lampllghter, a popular tale of the mid-fifties, the heroine,

an orphan,was a paragon.of selfLsacrifice. She nursed her
disabled benefactor until his death attended the needs of a
blind woman, looked after her sweetheart Wlllle s 111 mother
and insane'grandmother, discovered'the old woman who had
berated her cruelly as a child, forgave and cared for her,
‘converted a hardened sinner (later discovered to be her
father). and, when trapped in a flam;ng steamboat - a famlllar‘
tragedy 1n domestic.novels - insisted that her bltterest

1’

'V crltlc be first saved. Her strength lay in her splrltuallty.

, . L ' R .
. k]
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Women in the domestic novels (asideifébm that anomaly,
thev"wicked‘woman"(;ifcked the baser passions in which

normal men excelled; hénce, they weére constantly thwarting

the evil designs of unscrupulous lovers, patiently bearing
the odious behaviour of tyrannical fathers or‘drunken hus -
bands. The heroines, although feminine and refined and

seemingly unhurried, were competent, efficient‘and practi-

A

cal when necessary. In OQut of the Wreck, a wife, deserted

" by her alcoholic, profligrant'and unfaithful husband, es-
tablished a mlllinery shop, educated her three children
andygchieved an enviable social utatus through hard work

and efficacious planning. In short, the wontanly woman of .
the domestic novel was the epitome of waman on the pedestal,

a glorificatlon of womanhood as superior in her morality,

loftier in her aspirations than her male counterpart.

For all outward appearances,,domestiéynovels ex-
pounded traditional.eocial patterns ahd values. Departuree
from conventional morality ended,in tragedy Maidens some-
times ouccumbed to the wiles of licentious. suitors but only
".to be betrayed by their love; broken in spirit _they returned
heme to gr1ev1ng relatives, to die 1n ‘cliildbirth, the victim .
of their own 1nnocence and the perfidious selfishness. ef »
men.f A good girl aspired to marriage as her ultimate ful-
fillment; and the center of her interest after matrimony
wee her-hohe. Domestic novels romanticized the daily routine

Ve
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“f .

a
of endless housework.and dranatized the petty joys and
sorrows-of everyday life; authors waxed lyrical over a
burnt cake, a mlstake in draw1ng, a touching hymn a child
asleep No girl wanted a career, a woman worked to support
her fatherless famlly only until wooed and won by ‘a wealthy
su;tor Dlvoroe was tabboo, a woman bore the provocatlons
of an erring husband, or, if driven beyond endurance, left
hlm but never dallied with extramarltal affairs or denied
the eternal bonds of marriage:. Motherhood was a blesding,
children a gift frOm'God, innocent creatures to be longed
for, petted and sheltered. ‘Women aspired’ to be intellectual,
but seemingly only to be able to engage in repartee with
:thelr male sultbrs, ladies did not dabble in the larger

15

theological and soc1al‘;ssues of .the day.

Despite their glowing descriptions of domestic life,
and their relentless advocation of conventional‘femlnine
virtues, h0wever, there was an undercurrent of restlessness,

. o |
a dlssatlsfact;on with woman's lot in life. Although_woman

was a superlor creature, she was the victim of almale domin-
ated 3001ety. The v1lla1n in the domestic noVel Was invar-
iably a man: an immoral lover who pursued poor drphan girls,
hapless widows and defenceless virgins; a falthless husband ,
who squandered the fgmlly fortune in gambllng dens .or saloons,

a w1ld son who brought shame and sorrow to a mother s old age.

,Helen Walte Papashv1ly, in her pioneer study of domestlc :“

N
novels All the Haﬁpy Endlng_ dlscovered a remarkable SN
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, 31milar1ty in the background of the authors* nearly all
‘were upper mlddle class women disillusioned with men who
had betrayed thequhove and confiderce. = Their grieVances,
she argued, although a product of personal tragedies,
mirrored the frustratfons and anxieties of-Vlctorlan women,
Extolled in'sermon and speech 55 superior, spiritual beings,
~ they were, economlcally, nolimically and legally, inferior
persons,. confined within a role wnich onlf.déath coulld alter
or destroy.lé | - ' o | :\ |

\

Domestic' novels df{eredrno solution to the woman

question other than the rlghteous'assurance'of‘the inevit-

X ‘able triumph of feminine virtue (if not.in this world, then

in the next) and aAV1car10us pleasure in the defeat of mas-
cullne tyranny,‘v1lla1ns were suthlessly murdered, lost at
‘.sea strlckenvniﬁlnwsterlous plagues, reduced to snlffllngv
ﬁpoverty and abJect humlllty, gra01ously forglven and quickly
forgotten. by thelr long . sufferlng women. Untll the day of4
theLr v1ndlcatlon Women"were counselled to submit, for |
theﬁr fate had been decreed by God.'-"Reﬂ%mber my darllng,

' who it is that brlngs thlS sorrow unon us," Ellen was * . %
f'cautloned by her mother (A Wide, Wide Worild), "though we .

1
. must sorrow, we must not rebel."" 7‘

. In- the elghtles and. nlnetles, changes were notlceable '
“1n the treatment of women by domestlc novellsts.. Desplte 7
-trad1t10nal dlsapproval of worklng women, ladles in destl-

,tute 01rcumstances assumed management of family enterprlses '
.&'° ] ) .
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or werg employed in offices and department stores. lLaura

Jean Libbey popularized the working girl novel in a series
~

oft books like The Romance of the Jolliest Girl in the Rook

]

Bindery; Only a Mechanic's Dawshter; A Magnificent fove

Story of the Life of o, Beautiful, Wiltul New York Working

Gird: The Little Beauty of the Passaic Cotton Mills; her

[
1

total sales exceeded sixteen million copies.  New sur-
ro%ndings did not alter the basic theme. The heroine was \:
‘escued from her predicament by a sympathetic entrepencur
and the-reader was assured a.comfortable romantic portrayal

of working conditions climaxed by a heppy ending, themes

which still dominate schoolgirl romances, and "women's

19
stories". .
\

y

An impatience with the devices of sentimeﬁtal lit-
erature, and a reaction against the fluff of romanticism

L

on the ii;? of a more literate and ;Qphlstlcated reading
he last decades of the n;n@teonth century popu-

public
larized a realistic portrayal of life by novelists, Al-

' r
_though repudjating the stark, amoral realism of the French

naturalist school, authors attempted to recreate the atmos-

s
e

phere of’a given society through an impartial mar¢hallln$m
of observations and to explor®. in depth the problems inher—
ent within a particular social structure. Where the woman

Ewes&ion was g Submerged theme inwghe domestic novels, cam-

oflaged by the elaboratc contrivances of a creaky plot, it



was the subject of "objective” scrutiny by rogiional chron-
iclers in populist America and a toplce of axplicit debate

by the "social novelists™ of the Progressive bra.

]
“ .

’ Rorn an' scrubbed, suffered and died”
That's all you need to say, elder.
Never mind sayin' "made a bride",
Nor when her hair turned grey,
Jest say, born ' worRed t' death
That. fits it -- save y'r breath.

. K - "A Farmer's Wife" (Prairie
o Folks)~0

"I've lived in hell long enough," complained one
farm-wife dully (™Lucretia Burns"). "I've slaved herc day
in and’.day out fdf twelve years wjtﬂout pay...I'm worn out.
My strength is.gone, my patience is gone..."21 Gaunt,
wasted and weary, distorted with work and'child-bcaridg, a

N traveé%y og':@omanly" wbmanhood, she represecnted tﬁe brutal
plight of numerous wives and daughters in pre-industrial

.

America. In the last decades of the nineteenth-century,
angry young writeré, disillusioned with the realities of .
rural existence and pain;d by the incredible hardship and
degradation which marked the lives of friends and relatives,
published grimly realistic narratives of farm life. Most
effective were the heartrending stories of Hamlin Garland,
a Populist sympathizer who wrote with pass{ppate indigna-
tion of the '"human waste" in the rural regions of the Mid-
west and Western states.! "The wives of our American farmers

£i1l our insane asylums. See what a life they lead, most of
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them;" he noted bitterly..."No music, no books, seventeen
hours a day in a couple of small rooms...a dreary past -
a well nigh hopeless future."22

Farm women toiled long, unpleasant hours - cooking
over hot sﬁoves, seWing, patching, preserving, churning,
tending the garden, watching over Broéds of sickly children;
fhpquently, they assisted their husbands in the farm work, -
sérting and bagging the wheat,.milking cows, 1in what one
author termed "the fate of a household drudge.&ith not a
moment 's leisure from sunrise to night for a thought above
the grubﬁing existeﬁce of 'domestic beast of burden."23
Even less fortunate were the immigrant women; the daughters
of Norweigians and Germans, who toiled in the fields, bare-
foot and sunburnt, like any farm hand; they were viewed with
contempt by their Yankee neighbours as 'ali®n' and ’pegsamt'.m+
The drudgery of aching labor was intensified by a nagging
sense of futility and frustration. Despite their toil,
farhers fell incréasingly into debt, caught between falling
produce prices caused by a glutted world market and rising

; ,

expenditures,crippiing mortgages, exorbitant' interest pay-
ments, high transportation and storage rates, "JIt's hﬁving
Ro let-up,” complained one woman wearily, "just doihg the

2
same thing right over 'n' over - no hope of anything better‘.“5

Yy

-y

In the past, farm girls had married early. "At

' sixteen, they had beaux, at se nteen, many of them had

\ ~N L
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actually married and at eighteen they might often be scen
]
with their husbands, covered with dust, clasping wailing
babies in their arms; at twenty they were not infrequently
2

6
~
thin and bent in the shoulders..." Courtship was a brief

and pleasant _interlude, a break from the routine drudgery of

- everyday life. There was less self-consciousness about sex

in rural America than in the polite society of the city; a

teacher, a graduate of Hdrvard and a native of Connecticut,

newly employed in a conservative Amish village of Pennsylvania,

was astonished at th?’freedom allowed unmarried couples in
the'betting up" custom, and acutely embarrassed at the non-
chalance with which details of pregnancy and childbirth
were discussed at the dinner table.27 "Farm girls were more
knowledgeable about sex. "She knew little lambs and calves
and kittens did not grow in the woods. She knew thap babies
were not brought by the doctor and did not come down from
heaven."28 As life on the farm became increasingly diffi-
cult, women were more reluctant to marry. "It don't pay

io marry these days...Marriage'is a failure these days for
most of us," a school teacher concluded despairingly. "We

can'’t live on a farm and we can't get a living in the city."

Bradley Talcott, a congressman from the Midwest, was appalled

by the number of young girls in Washington, petltlomng,~
frequently enticing, the representatives for patronage.
"Did it not all spring from the barfeness and vacuity of

30

rural iife?" he inquired.

/
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Despite a more open attitude to sex, the marriage
ANTIN
structure was rigid and conventional; the man was the
head and Erovider, the woman subservient and acquiescent.
The "instincl possession, the organic feeling of propri;

etorship of a woman" , inherent within the patriarchal

- family structure, was brutalized by harsh economic distress.

Lucretia Burns (Prairie Folks), a farm wife dulled with toil

~and neglect, complained despondedly that her husband treated

her like a farm animal. !"He never mentioned his love-1life,

or if he did, it was only to sneer obscenely at it. He had
ceased to kiss his wife or even to speak kindly to her. -
There was no. longer any sanctity to life or love."32 Soothed
a sympathetic friend, "It'sall this suffering and tpiliﬁg,

all to no purpose that makes him sour and irritable."B}

The isolation of'rural life was deadening; a visit
by a travelling salesman, an occasional Sunday meeting or
"revival", a circus in a nearby town provided momentary

J .

excitement. If men had few diversions, women had virtually
none, "It ain't be;n nothin' else but scrub an' rub, bake,
stew/the hull, hull time over stove or tub/No time to rest
as men folk do."3b It was the monotony, the ugliness of
shabby farm homes, the lack of beauty;and stimulus which

women found most depressing. "To live here was to be a cow,

a tadpole!"™ thought Rose (The Rose of Dutcher's Coolly) S

rebelliously, "here you could arise at five o'clock to ook

breakfast and wash dishes and get dinner and sweep, and mend



39

and get supper and so‘on and on till you rotted, like a
post stuck in the mud.wﬁ °

The quality of 1life for women in the more prosperous'
rural villages was hardly better. Stories of placid village
life were popular in the Progresoave Era, particularly among‘
those disillusioned with urban society, and nostalgic for a
pieasanter, sfﬁpler past. Two of the more effective and
skillful chroniclers of-pre—industrial,life were Mary Wilkins
Freeman and Margaret Deland. Mrs. Freeman, a woman who
staunchly affirmed that marriage was‘a girl's birthright
and consequently-spent much Of\rer life sepporting an alco-
holic husband, published a series of sketches describing
life in small, poor but proud New England villages.
Margaret Deland, a cautious, frequently critical sympathlzer
of the woman's movement, became well known for her 0ld
Chester tales, Z collection of stories depicting a conser?:,
ative, WASP community in Southern Pennsylvania. "I do ;
think more of-making my characters true, and having them do
and say Jjust the things they would say and do," wrote
Mrs. Freeman to Hamlin Garland in 1887. "That is the only ‘
aim in'iiterature of which I have been conscious myself."ﬁ

o °

Neither sentimentalists nor angry young rebels, both women

achieved a relative detachment and realism in their work.

"The best club for girls is their mothers' fireside,"if
growled Dr. Lavendar, the venerable minister of+0ld Chester,

~

« .
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LY

when a bright young igonlist had ventured to establish a
girls' organization. A distrust of the modern, a sus-

picion of the novel and thetﬁifferent, a rigid adherence
!

to the .age old rituals of marriage, birth and death and an

adamant acceptance of tradition - what Mrs. Deland termed

39

an absolute "satisfaction with the existing order"’”,

}

characterized the atmosphere of small rural communities..
Villagers distrusted the industrial magoate and the union-
ized laborer, the college educated and the‘vagrantﬁ the
atheist and the Catholic. They believed there existed a
set of constants, a changeless patoern.of~;ife and rules
which was illustrpted'in the waye‘of their forefathers.
Particularly distinct were fhe roles assigned man andﬂ..
woﬁan.' A man was stroné, authoritative, the head and the
‘support of his family. An excess of manly qualities was
tolerated. The husband Qho was agressive, oy}annical,
.morose was accepted coﬁplacently, but the local:bachelor
who was shy of women was viewed with amused contempt; the
gentle man who loved flowers or read poetry was copgldered
"simple". Slmllarly, a woman was expected to be refined,
dutiful, reilglous,lgaternal and tidy; neighbours were
dismayed by one woman "great, o#erblown, rosy, easy, sen-
suous...her.lack of self-repression, her'eiuberance of
emotion bg%ore every stress of life shamed pheh.hho‘ Women
" themselves were frequently caricatured as the most adamant
caretakers of village conventionality: "thin and.pele, wiﬁh

closely &hut, thin lips, delicately sharp chins and noses
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and High narrow foreheads...," they nourished "their souls —
only on unwatered and unsweetened doctrines and laws...

+ L}'l

everything out of the broad, common track was a horror."

The villager was very cognizant of & sense of duty.
Duty, in its most fuﬁdamental form, was the responsibility,
parental or filial, which én individual owed ﬁo his (her)
immediate family. Performed firmly and staunchly as‘an
obligation in itself, duty frequently precluded or minimized
the softening influence of love. Wives stoicélly bore the
brutal behaviour of hu% ands and passively endured what
they termed the distasteful physical aspects of marriage,
because submission was womanly, ordéined by religion and
tfadi};ion.h2\ Girls frequently postponed marriage to support
aging parents, or married men they did not love'to maintain
family status or sécurity; self-sacrifice was a filial duty
expected and exacted from daughters.Lf3 Men were not exempt
from the demands of duty; they were to adequately s@pport
their family, sheltering them from want or‘poverﬁy. In
times of économig distress, wives spent ffugally, scrimping
‘on household and personal necessities, but they never
- thought ofvsuppieméﬁting their income by working in the
local shops, nor would their husbands have expected or

L

allowed such an enterprise. /

For the village woman, life extended little beyond

the perimeters of her home, the market and the table of
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afternoon tea. Women had a minimal interest in politics;
wlth no political rights, elections and parties were hardly
relevant. Beyond church picnics, charity baskets and dona-
tions'to the poor, the ladies evidenced no concern for the
larger social issues of.the day. Intellectumal endeavors
were frowned upon; women read sentimencal tales of winsome‘
heroines and angelic children but were ignorant of the
titans of thought. As a result, women had little to say

to their huspands. "Although being a wife and a motper is
the only vocation of a married woman, being a husband amd
father is only one of many vocations of a marfied man, "
concluded Mrs. Deland, somewhat plaintively io a short story
"Amelia", a sympathetic portrayal of the plight of a woman
"who has been left behind mentally by her husband."4§ In

' A . : . .
such a world, in which a woman's role was defined in terms

of marriage and motherhood,&where other avenues of fulfill- .

ment were dismissed as "unwomanlf', the situation of
spinsvers was particularly pitiful.' Knitting, crocheting,
endlessly repeating tidbits of g0351p or the exploits of a
pet cat, reco;ntlng symptoms of last winter's illness were
the pastimes of their sterlle and narrow existence. They
were so d1sma11y isolated from life, moaned one married
woman over the plight of her two single sisters.46 If
widowed and bereft of benevolent relatives, women héd»few

‘ opportunltles for renumerative. employment ﬁIf tﬁey were

wealthy, the daughters collected rents and saw lawyers and

\ -~

Op
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.
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, N
belonged to.a club and tried to keep youthful at parties.
If middle class, daughters taught school, almost invariably.
v If poor, mother did the washing and daughter collected it/

.Such was the fate of women in nineteenth cﬁntury America.
i

3. 7
. ag

"Women (are)...askiﬁg something truer,
something commoner than chivalry...™

)48

- V.V.'s Eyes (1913

‘ The "womanly woman" - the lady quuisiteiy attired,
elegantly presiding over the tea gups, the baby aéleep in
the nursery, attended by a faithful servant in starched

- uniform, was, in essence, an aristocratic ideal, the symbol
of a lifestyle impossibleAfor the.average American woman.
Yet woman -idealized was so much a part.of the rhetoric of
fveryday life that observers.dézzled“by thé finery of the
image, rarely saw tﬁe reality of women's lives. Reflected
congressman, Bradley Talcott, "He had ndt‘thought of women
as having any acﬁive part in living. In the thoughéless |
way 6f‘the average man, he had ignored or idealized womén

according as they appealed to his eye." (A Spoil of

Offg;'ce).b’9 The image of "womanly womanhood" iﬁvqkedﬁihe
hazy rememberances of a leisurely (myth{cal) past, of an
égg'of graciousness and charm éihce destréyed by the new
industrial order. "The world was much pleasantef for.

women," sighed one modern sdciélite, "when thingé were |

" more primitive, when they just had households and babies



" to look after." (Aust:in'c Girl

)50

. To many women, trapped

in ap alllng and hopeless llves the feminine ideal wasl a
f.

symbol of what llfe might have been, a v1carlous escape

from a terrlfylng reallty Dorothy Richesdson, authdr\of

L

The Long Day, an expose of the miserable conditions preva—

a

lent among\the worklg%-glrls of New York, was amused and
somewhat ba¥fled by t#e popularity of the domestlc novel

among the, féctory women of that city. She recalled a

v -

vivacious conversatlon between two boxmakers (earnlng at

the best of times, a meagre four dollars a weék) over the

' ﬂgﬁght of a favorite her01ne, thtle Rosebud Arden, a

Southern belle, wronged and ruined by a’ Harvard graduate.

LY

As they worked, they talked too of "bankers and mill-owners
who“in fiction have wooed and won and honorably wedded

\"5} ?
) .

just such poor toilers as they themselves

Women frequently were the most adamant defendérs

of the femlnlne stereotype. - In part it was a reluctance

\

to surrender a pr1v1leged status in the'communlty, a com-

placent‘iatlsfactlon with the small courte31es, the pro-
tectlve securlty, the economlc support accorded a lady.

Gabrlella (Llfe and Gabrlella), forced by ill fate to seek

employment in a §hop, was not enthus1astlc. (She) thought‘

A regretfully of al\\lt would mean to glve up her half-»

,' dependent &nd wholly ladyllke exlstence and go to work. ..

Necessity, not thoice, was driving her. 52 More 1mportant,

 women themselves believed that they had one,role.ln life,

¢
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. l{:n
that of wife and mother, .a role ordained by scripture,

and sanctioned by custom and history. Rebellion against

their station in life was wrong, indeed futile, for it

contravened the most primeval of all natural.laws - the

intrinsic difference between masculine and feminine person-

alities. "Remember...who it is tmat brings this sorrow

upon us...though we'must sOrrow, we must not rebel." The

- plaintive admonishment was a summary of the hidden tension
inherent in the sentimental literature of Victorian America:
the frustration of being confined to a role whichwonlyvdeath
could alter or destroy. So convinced were many women of‘the
‘rlghteousness of the femlnlne stereotype that they ration-
alized thelr Qwn incursiors into larger social llfe of the
_republic by legalistic, often ludicrous distinctions be-
tween the duties of the respective sexesé 'An administrator
of six hospitals in the Boston‘area, Clera Leonard labelled
« her job as a mere extension of woman's traditional minist-.
.ering to the sick and the helpless,;but strenuously opposed

the demand -for suffrage by her siﬁtefs becguse it would:

involve them in' ghe masculine (and immoral) world of poli- "

t‘ics.B3 | S ’

S "Not a few women of-the happy classes had grown‘

Jsick of-partles," commented Dr. V V1v1an approv1ng1y

(V V 's Eyes) "They grew sick of years lived w1thout-

serlous purpose, waiting for husbands ‘and chlldren which
®

‘sometimés never came, sick of thGIT dependency, of thelr

o

{



16

It
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less, of their careful segrefation from the currents

\\ of ‘14fe about them. They wearied, in shert, of their

/ pos1tlon of inferior human worth. nok Oné may expect that

A}

the poor women of .America, t0111ng on the nation's farms
or in her factories, would be the most critical of the
femlnlne stereotype for the reality of their existence
was a crude parody of "true womanhood. n?? Ironically,
it was upper class ladles, whose lives most closely par-
allelled that of the ideal woman, who becahe the most
articulate of “\the new women. Frequently well-educated,
they were aware\and profoundly influenced by the question-////'
.ing‘of traditional vagues, and the searching crlticism of

a soc1al system wh;qh produced sweat ° shops, tenement rows
: and robber barons.i lndeed \the woiman question was but’

part of a larger cultural cris{s which characterized the
‘Progressive Era. The de nds 'of the new woman were radl-'

ical in implication. Theya\e31red an ellmlnatlon of the
economic dependency of women and a {estructurlng of the
.patrlarchal fammly. ThlS meant, 1n turn, a re—deflnltlon
-of the feminine personallty, & rather a repudlatlon of
femlninlty as def@hed in the nineteeénth century, and a )
reJectlon of tradltlonal roleg. The new woman nece331tated

\

a new man, ‘one who would welcome and accept a reduction of

f.mascullne authorlty. In short the problem of the new
woman: requlred a radlcal alteratlon in the most fundamental

of human concepts - the way 1n which an\lnd1v1dual deflned
\. .

a1 a\
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hen.(hiS) sexuality,:and in the most basic of human
\ . :
institutions - marriage and the family.: Phrased in the
lofty rhetoric of the éra, "A fanfare of trumpets is
blowing to which women the worlh over\aré liétening...
they present to the world a new problem, a new force --

: 6
or-a new menace."5 .

L7
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CHAPTER THREE

‘ : 4
"Woman in the Market Place": Work, Wages and the New Woman
}

"The Woman question is hot a political one merely,

it is an economic one... The real question is woman's
dependence upon man as the breadwinner. As long

as that dependence exists, there will be weakness,

No individual can stand at their strongest and best
while leaning upon. some other."

- A Spoil of Office (1892).1{1

’  In 1899, Kate Chopin, a Southern widow from St. Louis
Missouri, published her tragic and disturbing novel, The
Awakening. Set in the affluent, conservative Creole society
of New Orleans, it portrayed the awakening of a‘young.wife
and mother to a sense of her own individuality, and her
subsequent attempts to escape the confines of conventibnal
femininity. "I would give up the unessentiéi...l would give
'up my life for my children," Edna Pontellier resolved, "but

" I wouldnft give up myself;" In an attempt not to surrender

‘her identity, she moved from her husband's comfortable

) -mansion to an adjoining cottage thch she had furnished
with:)er own income. This measure gave her a pleasant and
novel sense of freedom and independence, strengthening her
determination that she would .never again be possessed by

2 .. -
anyone., . .

¢

The symbolic Eignificance of her dramatic gesture -

the repudidtion of .woman's economic dependency as g nec-

essary and preliminary step to a realization of herself as
. . ‘

L4 | ) < 5.1{’.
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a complete entity, was a common phenomenon in pre-war

popular fiction. -Indeed, the most universal characteristic

£

of the néw woman was her refusal to accept a spberdinate
A}

economic position, or a reliance upon a man for her fin-
ancial sustinance_and security. "i am sick of‘being de-
pendent... I}d rathér die than be dependent all my life.
I'm going to earn my living," complained Gabrlella, to the

horror of her well-bred Southern family (Llfe and Gabr1g§f5f

"You see women - young women actually‘ch0031ng to stand
alone, actyqlly decllning support,” grumbled Colecnel

Ashendyne, in Hagar. "It's part of the degeneracy of the

time when you begin to see women - women of breeding - in

all kinds of public places work for,their\living}\ It'é.
positively shocking." (Hagar)4 T

The alarm with which conservati#es viewed the influx

of women into the scramble for employment, the shrill in-
sistence with which the new women urged their sisters to

gain financial independence, stehmed from a common cause:
the identification:ofifemininitj with economic dependency. ’
Within the patfiarchal family structure, there was a clear
definition of roles a rigid delegatlon of authorlty and
duties; the man was the provider and protector, supplying
his children and wifewith food, shelter and‘security, in
the same mannér as primitive man had dragged\hoﬁé his kill,

and defended hislterritory against the ferocious attacks of

his enemies; the woman was mother and housekeeper, scrubbing,
. : .

N
%,
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cooking, sewing¥ caring for babies, sheltered by the

strength of her husoand, as generations of women had been

before. "Men should do the work -of. the world and they

should support women that-is how God intended -it, that is

. - w
according to both nature and religion" -(Life Tnd Gabrnﬂla)5

There was no shame in such a dependency, it was argued for

those gentle quallties in women which deemed support néc-

»

'essar#l were a stabilizing force in human history, a found-
ation for the permanence of the home, the maintenance of

the race and the, growth of civilization. In the sheltering

b 4

" of his woman, the erratic and nomadic nature of man was

.tempered with a sense of purpose. Theojustification of
woman's eubordinaoe position was further bolstered by‘

0
appeals to Scripture and the iqjgnction of St.  Paul to the
wives of Corinth repeated io endless veriationsc oomen,
like blacks, had bé€en smitten with their own pecﬁﬁiar curse

of Ham. "Your Chrlstlanlty commands that women should stay -

-

»

at home ‘and declares that they are not ¢ntitled to seek
their own salvatlon to <have any place in affalrs or to
meddle in the realm of the intellect," lamented one ag-

7
nostlc (The Inside of the Cup) The most prevalent ration-

«

- alizations were voiced 1n the picturesque rhetoric of the
“éult of'Womanhood"; the true woman was.sensitive}fshrinking
and sweetly shy; 1nvolvement in the grim sordidness of the

- economic order would bruise her tender natuge. "The bare

A
1dea-of your worklng 1n a shOp 51ckens me. I always think
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of you apart from the workaday}wofld. Tyalways think of
you as a star shining serenely above the sordid strugéle."
(appea ances to the coﬂtrary, the speaker was not a buffoon,
but anf"idéal Southern gentleman"). The true woman was
emotional, intuitive but never coldly rational - in plain
English, she was none fop bright, and the complicated
rmachinations<of sophisticated corporate finance would upset
her delicate nervous balance, perplexing her with problens
beyond her abilitybto solve. "A mannish woman is worse
than poison, and the less you know about stocks, the more$
attractive you will be:" a husband cautioned his new bride

in Life and Gabriella.9 One woman grimly concluded, "It's

what they calf '§eﬁtiment' fights them ( women who wish to
be financially independent). Sentiment don't mind their
being industrious, but it draws the line at them getting
money fqr it... them that's industrious don't expecf to

rise and them that's lazy get lazier.. It's a funny world

2
‘.

for‘womep" (Hagarl.lo

When querled by a friend why she d1d not work as

d1d her radical cousin, Angela (Angela's BuS1ness), as

dutlful daughter replled "Father wouldn't think of allow1ng
such a thing. He'd thlnk it was...just charglng him W1th |
being a failurg and not able to take care of his family."
Such a man would feel that his virility had béén underminéd,
for his rble as'provide} and.prgtector'had been diminished

~ by his inability to provide adequately for wife and childreh.
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Similarly, a woman, faced with dire poverty, wouwld seek
employment reluctantly, shamed by her loss of femininity.
Frequentiy, she rationalized her actions hy selling her
domestic?skills: crocheting, knitting, sketching, l%ptering,
china painting, book binding: such lady—like\ocgupa%ions
were popular among widows and spinste;s ~ or juséified her- P
self by optimistically awaiting better dﬁys ahead. '"Ma
always spoke of women in business ‘as unfortunate ahd hard-

ened; (she never spoke of her livelihood:as’anything but a

12
temporary arrangement." (Saturday's Child). Because ec-

.onomic occupations were rigidly defined in terms of sexual
roles, the incursion of women .into the employment field and
their d%fiance of convention was both exhilerating and
alarming. Colonei Ashendyne sburly_concluded about working

R 4

1
women, "It opens the gate to all kinds of things.ﬂ 3-

Kate Barrington, cdllege»graduate, settlemenﬁ worker
; \

and/heroine of Elia Peattie's The Precipice, had definite

ideas on the controversial wbman question. "She/was con-
v;néed," noted the author, "that more than'half of the
incéhereﬂt pain of women'§ lives cauld be avoided by the
mere fact of financial independencé."lh‘ In the minds of
angry young women, economic reliance had reduced their

sisters to the status of "chattel" slaves who hadAsoid their
3 , - .l
‘bodies in return for food and shelter under the guise of

v .

marriage, to the state of mindless "parasites” who had

cd

surrendered their dignity for the pleasure of being provided

Gt



LS

59
NN , o
\-_i'” N

for: women had beep lowered to the level of a "posseésion",
more valuable perhapsjibut purchésed in the same manner as
other pleasant trinkets designed to add comfort to a hus-
band's life. "You and mother simply live on the money your
husbands made," Freddie Maitland bitterly challenged. "You
are both parasites...the only'thing you will do for your-

self will be to die" (A Rising Tide).1’ Concluded Carlisle

Heath sadly, "I belong to the useless classes. I do not .

‘pay my way. I'm a social deadbeat." (V.V.'s Eyes).l6 At
ifs’worst, the absolute control over household financial
resources exercised by the hqsband reaffirmed his sense of. ¥
proprietorship over his woman, and ercouraged the brutal‘ |
_and exploitive forces inherent within any hierarchial

system of authority: "Hé tfeated me like a slave bought

for one purpose,” complained Rachel in ﬂggg;.' "He would
‘have said’"that he paid mé too, that he sﬁpported me."l7
_Her,daughtef,_shé vowed, would be brought up to support
herself.A' |

*
i

T

. ‘111 prepared?to cbpe‘with an‘éxistence‘which pre-
cluded the financial security proferred by marriage, women
had few skills or resources with which £§-escape unpleasant
~circumstances or to fashion for themselves uséfﬁl and. in-
dependent ;ives. -Single women were the most tragic 6f the -
#ictims creatéd by a social system in which holy wedlock

was the only goal worthy of a lady. -‘Idling their lives

-
&
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away in.wistful dreaming,lliving os the charity of brsthens?
and cousins or toiliné aimlessly st‘ﬁll—paying jobs, the- |
object of amused pity and ridiculs}bn the part of their fWA
heighbours, spinsters had littie hope of achieving fruit-
fui careérs.l8 To the girl with no skills and few\opsor—

tunities in’ a society where a career woman was a subject
LU - .

of contémpt, marriage remained the only means of financial

security. In Edith Wharton's tragic novel, The House of
M;zig, the dOOmed,herqine, daughter‘of shabby gentility, was
" assured that her beauty would constitute her‘fortuse,\for-
it WOu}d secure her an advantageous marriage.  The prophecy ’
was false. Alone and humiliated, LllyBan;dled from an

overdose of sleeping pills, "an unmarketable prnduct in the
only arena open to her, the marriage mart."19 '
. ‘ o 4

. 2.
{ ‘
"Of course, a woman should be free and independent,
“is she free when pressure forces her into
typewriting or work in-a sweatshop."

- The Rose of Dutcher's Coolly
‘ .718‘95)4U .
P s

In 1904, Dorothy Richardson, a soc1al worker in ‘

New York cityafpub;ished The Long Day, an autoblographlcalf

~ expose of the grim conditions prevalent among working women *
~in that city. "It is a true book. It is a human docﬁmeﬁt,"
comménted novelist Jack Lqndon in a lengtﬁy feview. "Who
will dare to say that the working glrls oﬁ New York, tens
of thousands of them...are at least...as comfortable as the

' 2
;?ked savage?" ; Orphaned at-elgthen and restless w1th

@ -
.
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bl

the "plac1d monotony‘“of western Pennsylvanla Miss
‘Rlchardson hadscome to New,York optlmlstlcally seeking the
fashionable tareers. and the‘earefree lif'e she had supposed  ~.
were the fate of Wofking womén in the great cioles. "Wark ..
was plénhy enough,” she recalled ruefulli. "The questlon»
was not'hew to gee‘a‘job but how to live by such Jobs as

I could® get "22 She, worked at a serles pf petty jobs for\%
meagre wages ($3 EO*to $h OO per week) under baokbreaklng
conditions untll she collapsed from physmcal and ‘mental:
exhaustlon ‘ "In the storybOoks, it wags always S0 alluring

. - this coming to the great 01ty to seek one s fortune,vel

she remembered plalntlvely "I used to love...to pull my o

rocking . chalr into the. chlmney corner and read magazlne "-w\:;

stories about gipls who 11ved in hall bedrooms on little s“ln;r
23 .

or nothlng a week\ and of” the good tlmes they had n?3 The

: storles of Laura Jeaﬁ lebey and company were romantlc and

R
- n

appealing, but hardly reallstic.‘ o ". S . ;

Indeed, this romantiei?atEOn GT thevwdrkiné?woman

_was not the common reactlon of the Amerncan publlc who\
V1ewed her dlsapprOV1ngly as. an avar1c1ous adVenturer.‘ld
Amerlcan worklng glrls, sniffed Mrs.,John Van Volst a
,"gentlewoman" (her publlsher S descrlptlon) who had dlS- -
guised herself.as,a factory hand ‘and wrlttensa book,about-”’
" her’ experlences _were frequently selflsh pleasure seekers‘
who had: spurned marrlage and conventlonal fem1n1ne roles.‘T

e,

~ She conceded that women toiled under more deplorabge -



TR

conditions than did men and for less money, but she con-
cluded sourley that the majority- proferred to work, 1ot
because they were compelled to do wo by coonomic necessity,

but. because they were motivated by an inoitdious desire for

. g ; .
independence and personal enjoyment..”™ A farm pgirl who had

resolved to work in n Cactory, when admonished by Mrs.

Van Vorst's hero and sfokdsman, Philip (The Issues of Life)

SRS

1by and urped to accept the "com-

about. the ovi lS"’Qf..t}ht‘ .

Ty Y %

estic servant, stubbornly insisted

I}

fortable™ life of a d
"l want to b tndepend¢nt...you can have more fun at the

factory.” "The moral} fignorance of the girl," fumed I'hilip

3

. . <5 . ) ~ . s o
in disgust. LLikewise, emplovers justified the pitiful
salaries paid women by rointinrg out that temale workers
squandsred thedir earnings on extravagances and luxury items;

their tasic needs - food, and shelter, were supplied by the

men in their household. \7

L

During the Frogressive Era, there was striking

alveration in the image of the working girl; the stereotype
of a giddy, luxury-loving creature Was replaced bthhat of
woman as victim, a hapless employee cxploited by ruthless
~

bosses and hardened land&ords. The changévin ﬁublic opinion
has been credited to the ceaseless efforts of various char=-
ity organizations, and‘reform“mindéd indiéiduals who pub-
licized the plight of women workers, and who linked their

maltreatment tc the spectre of a declining birth rate,

infant mortality, Jjuvenile delinquincy and race suicide.26

&

-
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The majority of women worked because they were compol led
do so, reformers arpued; they sought. employment. in o;dur to
. & ,
supplement the meayre incomes of husband or father , or, if
orphaned, to support (homsu}vés.‘ It Tured to the factory
and the city by promisgn of wealth and entertainment, it
was because they desired Loiuscdbv the poverty and drabness
of rural life, and not, as Mrs. John Van Vorst insisted,
because they had grown restless with n sylvan utopia. Com-
plained one working girl bout her home town in Indiana,
"It was o square, - so flat - so dingy - oh, so dreadful...
it was just walled in by the ndbthing all around it...and
Lho'p00ple in it are flat and square and dingy. They are
walled in too, by the nothing all around them." (The

2 .
Visioning). ! She was echoing the observation of Hamlin

Garland in A_Spoil of Office, "This city is full of ruined

young men and women, who came here from the slow moving life
of inland towns and villages...and here they are, struggling

along on h5¢:@ day...preferring to pick up such a living...
7 28
than to go back home."”

~?

S

With few skills and no job L}aining, women workers
wgre forced to take ill—paying jdgs, often under intoler-
able condltlons in stifling laundries, cotton mills or in
the sweatshops, bent over sewing machines, making boxes,
fashioning paper flowers. vaservers were horrified by the

physical déformities prevalent aﬁong working girls., "Even"

29

the backs of the children ‘are bent." (Comﬁade Yetta).
{
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Ungornourishmunt, disease and physieal exhaustion were
commonplace. "The thousands who hﬁd slippaed out Were piti-
ful specimens of humanity," noted Miss Van Vorst in a |
moving description of mill workers in Southern Carolina,
"their clothes (were) hangTfng on thin exhausted bodies,
their pale faces mocking the brilliancy ot day." (Amanda

\ NI , . |
of the Mill). Workers complained bitterly about the
monotony of tasks pofformod mechanically day after day,
ﬁith_no prospect for a brighter future. "You get so tired
- you get so dead - all day long putting suspe;ders in a
box - or making daisies - orf addressing cenvelopes - Snd you
don't get tired Just because your back aches - and yoﬁr head
aches - and your hands ache - and your feet ache - you get
tired...because the city doesn't care howftired you get."

(The Visionigg).31

Reformers who agitated for protectionist legislation
on behalf of women, warned that their exploitation by indust-
ry endanagred the domestic and maternal functions of the

)
American wife and mother.B‘ Unions demanded maternity leave

and shorter hours for feﬁale employees, so that they may

<

have "time...to make homes for you men...to constitute a

domestic 1life."™ (Amanda of the Mill).33 Indeéd, the fact

that women were .compelled to work was considered undesirable.
Miss Van Vorst maintained that unionized women, when provoked,

-
were more militant than their male counterparts because

"their toiling condition was the more< unnatural'."Bh In
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Progressive literature, there were two avenues of escape

for the working woman: the altar or the streets; in either

case, it meant prostitution, the exploitation of one'd

. v‘

seXuality for financial gain. Winston Churchill described

. . A} . . * l
one such Shlosglrl_who had resisted the profession in hopes
»

of a desirable marriage: "She had been saving herselt for
n | : 1y A 1135

what?", he asked bitterly. A more advantageous sale.

Liberals were convinced that low wages, harsh working con-

ditions, poor housing and a lack of recreational facilities

36

- . :
forced honest working girls into lives of prostitution.

4

"They'll give me a job - a mean onel complained one
blacklisted union leader in Robert Herrick's Web of Life,
"...under the roof in a big lo{t with a lot of woman hire-
lings. Regular sweat shop." ‘ "Mean" jobs - back-breaking,
degrading labor &n the laundries or textile mills, shurged
by white male laborers as occupétions unfit for free born
Americans, were shunted onto the unresisting backs of
blacks, immigrants and women. Tﬁe‘major handicap harnessing"
women in industry, complained Dorothy Richardson, was their
passivity, their acceptance of working conditions and wages.
which would have incited their male counterparts to. protest
and strike: a passivity heightened in turn, by a lack of
skill and job training which hampered the possibility of
.advancement from their supordinate positions.38 "They'li
'éet it [job eduality with'men] when they know how to do

something somebody wants done, as well as a man," commented

- L]
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) .
Ernestine Geyer tartly (a laundry supervisor in One

Woman's Life). "They'll get it now when they've got

39. :
something to give." Promotion was no easier for sten-
. ‘
ofsraphers in the nation's countless business offices or
for salesgirls in large department. stores. "There was no -

future for her, or any girl here, that she knew," Susan,

a secrectary, noted in Saturday's Child. "Miss Thornton,

after twelve vears of work was being paid forty-five dol-

Miss Wrenn, after eight years, forty and Susan, only

Py

lars,
L 40 .
thirty per month." Employers were reluctant to hire
women in administrative positions, were unwilling to pro-
mote them to places of responsibility; women, they felt,
were lrresponsible, incapable of effective decision-making

and unrelialle. Exceptional women, talented, efficient,

t

- highly motivated, could fight their way upwards, despite

diiﬁgimiﬁation and resistance; average women, unlike average
men, had little prospect of a brighter future. "She saw
that the comfortable, average men of the 6ffice, sooner or
later, if they were but faithful and lived long enough, had
opportunity, responslbility forced upon éh%?’ No such force
was used upon the comfortéble, gvefage woman. " (Tge Job).l'l
Women thems¢lves often viewed their jobs distastfully, as a
necessary but unpieasént stopgaplbetween girlhood‘and

marriage; a husband, not a promotion,,was their ideal of

success. ' In Henry Harrison's Angela's Business, there is

a compassionate and moving sketch of what the author termed

‘r

-
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"a woman dissatisfied with her cconomic independence™:
Miss McGee, an cmployee in a photographer's shop, returned
home eadh night to her tiny and cheerless room, where she
read novel after novel which she did not like, until dark-
ness fell and slecep finally came. Women, like men, became
ca&ght in du;l routine life, without‘purpose or direction
ih which‘éﬁgoimage of a sheltered femininity was the gﬁost
of a better, But lost existence. <

'Concepn for’the "éoor working girl" was fashionable
in ubper class circles. At its worst, it was a patronizing
bestowal of charityl a smug disaﬁproVai ‘of working girls'
"finery" and ﬁextrgvagance", a tea party or a social for
factory empléyee , coupled with a rigid resistance to an
increase in wageg, to unionization and to stl“ikes.l+3 Ig-
norance rather thaw ;h\absence of good intentioﬁs, fre-
quently was the basis of this mis—evaluétion éf the plight
of the working woman. Miss Osborne, a socialite with a
propensity forISQcial reform (she organized a working girls'
cTutMo advise her charges on the management of their meagre
$12 per month salaries, but opposed aﬁ incréase in wages,
because it would encourage ris;ng_prices'and foster extrav-
agance) was baffled and shocked by thé suiqiae of one of
her proteges who was "tired of not having any fun". "So .

trivial...so without soul,” was her bitter reaction. (The

}Visioning).hh Too often,. gentlewomen found it difficult
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to forget their station in life, to excuse the absence of

decorum, and dignity in the life of the working woman.

[
~

Gabriefla, a Southern lady, forced by unfortunate circum-

stances into the competitive world, found salesgirls "loud"
) ‘ }

and "vulgar", and vowed that her own dauphters would be

L5 -

educated privately, as befitted their "class". On the

*

other hand, the attention given working women by fashionable
ladies was often indicative of their genuine concern, in¥;;?
deed, their vicarious identification with their less for-
tunate sistérs. The club movement was proof of such a
feeling. One thing it had stood for from the first, noted’.
Kéte Barrington approvingly, was a disinterested determin-
ation to help women of all classes develop thfemselves.h6

Yet this discovery of the common bond of meanhood, while
demonstrative of the broadening vision of American women,
was not a militant affirmatioﬁ of egclhsiﬁe sisterhood, or
of unified assault upon the oppOSite\sex, but rather an
affinity of shared aspirations, nationality and humanity’
which transcendéd traditional class lines: in short, the
sympathy of the lady for the working girl was based more
upon»an‘image of her as fellow imerican, fellow' Christian,
fellow human £Eing than upon an articulate sense of common |

exploitatisn by a male dominated -social system.h7‘

{

~
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"I've had to fight for most of my happiness"

o

- Fmma McChesney and Comp;ny (1915)

)
| ] .
"1 am tired of these stories of young women who go
to the city, there to do battle with failure, to grapple
with temptation, sin and discouragement," complained

49

Edna Ferber. Repudiating the prevalent stereotype of

working woman as hapless victim of a hostile and degrading

4
«

environment, her stories were a glorification of triumphant
womanhood, her heroines strong, self-reliant and successful,
utilizing the diverse opportunities of city life to achieve
what the author termed "a broader, finer, ﬁruer kind of
womanhood.‘"sO There had beennnumerous portrayals of
successful women prdfeséionals,_but with an important dif-
ference; they had beep of upper middle class background,
affluent, well—educaﬁédu Edna Ferber's women were ordinary
girls froﬁ obscure families and dusty towns, who without
the advantages of social station or intellectual training,
gchieved securit&, prestige.and happiness through diligence,
competence and a native sﬂfewdness. Her stories were the
.ﬁéles of tﬁe working people, oflthose who got the tough end
of life,AMigs Ferber recalled,5 never of the rich and

powerful, her heroines ‘feminine counterparts of Horatio

Alger, winniné the American Dream through hard work and

rugged in%;viduaiismm
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Her most popular character was Fmma McChesney, who
represented something novel and fresh in American litera-
ture: Lhe.successful businesswomdn: Divorced at twenty-six
and the sole support of a son, Emma had advanced from a
position as office stenographer to top sales woman and
éw‘travelling representative of Featherloom Petticoats in the
\ 'Midwest, finally to partnership (and, incidentally, marriage

-~

Y to he} self-effacing employer), develéping a conservative

3 family enterprise gnto a national corporation.52 Aithough
‘a radical departure from the-womanly woman, Emma represented
a curioug‘blending of "new" fgmininity énd traditional
American values. ."An immensely vital woman," commented
Theodore Roosevelt, an out'spoken critic of modern womanhood,

. . . ) 2 .
"one who could ably combine marriage and a’career."5 Miss

Ferber developed similar themes in her two prewar novels,

Dawn O'Hara (1911) and Fanny Herself (1917). 'In the first,

the protagonist became a successful novelist, following a
gruelling careér as a neﬁspaper reporter and a turbulent
marriage with a neurotic writer. "I am a woman now,"

Dawn concluded proualy, "happy in her ﬁork,...Quicker to

S

appreciate the finer things in life." In Fanny Herself,
y A

a semi-autobiographical sketch, the heroine abandoned the

.

petty conventionality of her home town, resolving to "make
something of herself...(to) mold a hard, keen-eyed resolute

woman, whose godhead was to be success", and achieving her
) . N &

.
-

goal in the city as the manager of a large departhént

-
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store.

"The major women of all my novels, plays and short
stories...have been delineated as possessed of strength,

ingenuity, perception and initiative. This 1s because I

think women in general and;Certainly the American female...

is stronger in character, more ingenious, more perceptive
and more powerful, potentially, than the American male,"

wroteuEdna Ferber in her autobiography, A Kind of Magic,

6
published in 1963.5 Yet women, she continued, had failed
to achieve themselves fully, because they had been rele-
gated to the status of second class citizens under the

guise of a femininity, which had confined them to home and

, husband o7 It was imperative, in her view, that women in-

volve themselves in the world, an involvement which nec-
essitatedexperience, competence and economic independence

achieved through a creative career. These basic premises,

_ .concerning women, although articulated most clearly in EE?

above work, were the fundamental assumptions inherent in

her popular fiction.

"I 'want to be in the midst of things. I miss the;
sensétioﬁ of having my fingers at the pulse of the big old
worlﬂ...all.oflwhich is mest_unwomanly, for is not marriage

o . , L 58
a woman's highest ajm, and ho hez‘,true sphere?" Sur-

v1‘il in crude materialist terms was not the main problem

whlch plagued Miss Ferber's her01nes long hours, low wages,
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dingy boafding rooms, poor food - all these were handicaps

which could be Spcceésfully conquered through diligence and
. ' \

-desire.?g But they were baffled and perplexed by the diffi-

culty of clearly defining their role in a’ world where tra-

ditional patterns of feminine behavior had become irrelevant,

of maintaining their identity as a woman while absorbed in
occupations they themselves instinctively labelled as "male"
"How can you realige," Fmma McChesney queried bitterly,
"just whet it means for a woman to battle against men in a
man's game?"éo Ecen when they had achieved financial
sucCese_and recognition, they lonéed for the companionship
end security which conventicﬁal ﬁafriage represented.

"T'm tired of being a good fellow. I've been a good fellow
for years and years while every other mgrried woman in the

world has been happy in her own home, bringing up her

" 62
babies." (Dawn O'Hara). - Yet they found the traditional

patterns of femininity stifling and rescyicting. In a

short story; "One of the Old Girls", the~aging saleslady

deliberated: between marrlage and her career, flnally refus-

ing her fiance' s proposal to continue her JOb because, she

concluded, a splnster.ls her own boss.63 Emma McChesney,
who had repeatedly told herself that she had worked simply

| for reasons of economic expediency5 discovered that when all

her dreams were fulfilled - marriage to a prosperous and

loving: entrepeneur, a comfortable home, fine clothes, endless

leisure and luxury, ehe‘remained unhapfy and dissatisfied. -

[}



N

\

F

The problem with herself and with uncmployed women, she
concluded, was idlgness, a lack of purpose in life.

"(Women) wandering around here, aimless...because they

"haven't got anything else to do...nothing to occupy their

Ol

‘ heads."

Although an active supp01ter of women's suffrage, -

'Miss Ferber had little sympathy for female phllanthroplsts

who espceused the cause of the working girl. "Those other
women urging this cause, or that," she commented caustlcally,
nwere on~the outside, peering in,W interfering in matters

of whlch they knew little ("Sisters Under the Skin").

These "Restless Women" who avowed radical socioeconomic Y

theories were, in reality, reactionaries who at{ecked the

. evils of capitalism because they hated the new urban-

industrial system. "They think t y‘%re advanced, but- they
still resent the triumph of the motor-car over the horse."65
An enthu81ast1c exponent of the work etlric ("work was a

sedative, a stimulant, an escape, & diversion, a p8351on")

and an optimiStic admirer of the "American Way," Miss Ferber

‘portrayed relations between employers and employed as har-

monious ahd muthally beneficial.

"I thlnk every adult should marry " Miss Ferber
o

v affirmed in her autoblography.67 Indeed much of her flctzon

concludes happily in'm%friage, the dilemma of_ldentlty being

solved by combining a creative career with blissful wedlock.

N
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Emma found a hquand in her employer, but maintained her
partnershlp in his flrm. Dawn fell in love with a man who
encouraged her in her llterary endeavors.: Fanﬁy was won
“by a gentle rancher who insisted that she pufsue her .artist- -
ic ambitions. In.concludihg_the stories at the altar, Miss
Ferber blithely ignored thercomplicatioﬁs caused by children.
Would é’Fanny or a Dawn, confronted with babies, define
themselves prlmarlly as mothers or: career women?' Were the
‘ two-compat;ble in prewar America? Although marrlage was
of positive Qa%ue, it was not deemed necessary for happy
and.fulfilling‘life.ég‘ Creative employment and economic
“independence were. It was poééible, indeed pro?er, tﬁét
women‘éupport thémselves, facing_the samé obstacles gs
" their male counterparts. Tt was Eana.Ferberfs confident
belief that wbmeﬁ, indthg‘American tradition of &rags to

N

riches" could attain the American Promise, that sex was

mporary handicap, a discrimination that would

merely a
rapidly dissipate in ehsping years. : . e

women had not succumbed t0 nervous prostratlon as ¢
had dlrely predleted 1ndeed thelr success in. the competl—‘
tive world of bu31ness 1nd1cated that there were no 1nherent

biq}ogical dlsabllltles which necessitated their exclusion

-..‘ . - .
\ .. . ’ &
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from harsh economic realltles or which demanded deferential
behav1or from, their employers Yet, side by side with this
new image of the competent and efftf*ent businesswoman,

\

there persisted the Stereotype of working woman as v1ct1m, -
.
victim not only of a ruthless capltallstlc syutem‘abut also
of an- 1nferlor biological composition. Many reformers de—
manded an amelloratlon of womenQE worklng condltlons because
hof the weaker female constitution. Few asked for equal pay,
equal profe531onal tralnlng and promotion for they regarded
‘ worklng women as an unfortunate necessity; her true sphere
‘was her home.. Moreov&y conservatlves were frequently more'
reallstlc than their liberal tounterparts .in argulng that
relatively few ‘women from working class backgréunds would °

-

achleve the success OQSMlss Ferber's her01nes Indeed,

‘for many working women the ideal life was that of wife and S
mother. Noted Ms. Rlcharghbn_somewhat enviouslyvof her

friend, Minnie "She has been successful...ln the only real

waiia woman'can, alter all,” bé successful. Minnie is .
‘married...and the mother of a charmlnEr baby. "69 The econ-‘
omic 1ndependence, S0 valued by the new women‘o% the middle
.class was less. appealing to the worklng woman caught in

the rdﬁtlne ‘of gruelllng labor and unrelleved tedium.

RN Yo
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CHAPTER FOUR

"The Woman Question is the Marriage Question!

-"A heroine who does-not get”
married isn't a heroine at all.™

f‘ButteTed Side Down (1912')'l

il . £
"Why should a woman get married", Tillie, an earn- =
est farm girl from eastern Pennsylvannla angrlly asked

(Tillie: A Mennonite Maid.). "She loses- everythlng and

gains nothing. 'She gets kep'...like the horses. Only

) .
not so carefully.” Rejedting w?at they termed the "drudg-
ery" and "slavery" of their mothersy lives,” the new women

bitterly challenged the confines of traditional marriage, a

a sacramentwhlgp had reduced w1ves to a state of abJect

dependence and passive acqulescence Denled .a.career out-
side the home, married women had been relegated to the

kitchen and to the tedium of rautine household chores "Ia

S

dream of a 11fe uhat shall be larger than the four walls of

“a home," Els1e Sboneman,declangs exultantly (The Clansman).

"I have never gdne'intd hysterics over the idea of becoming
a cook and housekeeper w1thout wages and snufflng my life

out while anobher grows and expands..."b The new women were
infuriated, too, by the cOmplacen‘.ﬁssunptionephat it was ..

the duty of a wife lacidly accept the suffering and

hard§h1§ which marked their lives; men nust work and women.

-v- ;>’“ ‘.'; R '8L' L - -
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must weep. "Apathetic, anemic, overworked, she yet never
dreamed of considering\herself...abused, accepting her lot
as the natural one of wbmen, who was created to be a child

bearer and to keep man well fed and comfortable" (Tillig)-5

Marriage meant the acceptance of a patriarchal
family structure and a promise on the part of the wite to

honor and obey the authority of her husband as head of the
6 ' . 1
househo¥d;  this patriarchal system was based, the new

woman argued, on a Ylatant and explicit belief in the in-
feriority of“women, an assumption which was recognized and \\
accepted by the true lady. "It was characteristic of her =

and indeed of most women of her generation that‘she would

/

have endured martyrdom in support of the condecrated doc-

7
trlne of her 1nferlor1ty to men” (Vlfglnla) Such a dogm /

was dlsmlssed impatiently by the new woman in thelr eyesf',
\. /f.“ ' ‘\
,marrlage had reduced women to a state of powerlessness.'w

Wives were reluctamt t@ terminate unhappy unions because
ul ,

Q‘f
they had fewtélnané%al fgﬁources or skllls ‘with Wthh to
. ic’ '
reconstruct a; new'l;fe ongthe ou;side, because they feared
. ¥

the dlsapprcval of,shocked\relatrves, or more fundamentallm
because they could not rebel and still malntain aninner
sense of femlnlnlty Schooled,;nx;he tenets of wifely sub-
mission, they frequently falled to apprehend the traglc in-
l'% COngrulty of thelr s1tuaulon. Mrs,_Barringtcn in The
recipice .consndered herself fortunate,ascphe wife cfSa

pqofessicnal man.Who provided well for her and her“child,

) " v - - H . . . ) .
. . . . LR -
. 7 i . . -
£ - 2 s .
J L : : S : .
. \ : . . - . N
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des plte hls brutal and tyrannL(al behavior. "Were all
wives who became good wives asked to falsify themselves, \
v
her daubhter wondcred despalllnply, as she watched‘the
plaintlve attempts of the mother broken in spirit, to
please her husband. "Was furtive‘diplonapy or,'at least,
bpllltudl comproml)c the miserable duty of -the wife? Was
it her bu51ness to plaeate her mate, and by exercising tye
cunnlng.oi‘the weak, to keep out Qrom under hlo heel?®
-Beauty, grace, refinement - with these qualities,l

1t was assumed that a lady could beguile a man, subtly

and smocb:;yeffecjlng her will without 'dpenly threatenlng

dominant position. Of course, women wJ}e ok

\

4 .
her husb

phy51cally and economlcally inferior, Sylv1a Castleman
- . ( . ‘
~(§ylvia'vaarriage) was adv1sed by her grandmother but

. . o

their charm was a potentlal squrce of power. "By means’ of

v
this maglc 'charm' - “a sort of . 5e1petual 1nd1v1dual sex~" \

strlke, a woman ﬁirned *her handlcap into an advantage and
her chains 1nto ornaments " It/Was a pfecarlous weapon» L
in woman's meagre arsenal a ldss of youthful prgttlness, CoA

-a qﬁsflgurement w1th age, dlsease or éhlldbearing, the' S

competltlon of loveller less scrupul@us rlvals, and the ]

lady s only defense lay shattered Broodlng darkly OVer
DT ]

her fate, pregnant with her flrst chlld and baffled by her
husband's growing 1nattent10n, SyIV1a wrote bltterly to at

symnathetlc ??}end "] speculate about my'loss as a woman°.

0

JI see the bltterness and sorrow of my sex through the;agesf. 51
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I have bccome physically misshapen...What this means is

thaf 1 have lost the magic hold of sex."

i

Sylvia's resentment at her piight, alphoughrpne of
the most explicit and strident cries of anguish in Pro-
gressive‘fiction was echoed by-many new women, who had
wearled of a role Wh]ch had. placed max1mum value on cha;b—‘
1ng, pleasing, and flatterlng a man’ through physical
attraction and gentle manners. Women were tired of being
"pretty painted dolls," "fragile figurines", "useless
ornaments"; although the term '"sex object" was not used by
- the writers, the connetation was 1lmplicit. in the heroines’'-
rejection of the stereotype of woman as soft, yie}ding and |
”pretty; "Don't you ever get sick and tired of‘all these

- Al .
things we do to ourselves to make us look pretty and \

attrdctive and desirable," exclaimed Carlisle Heath

. "’ )

(v. V”'s~EXes) with girlish pique. "It's ‘the men who make
‘us put - in all this time trlcklng to look pretty...wouldn't
it be great to appeal to somebody sometime in some other

‘way."ll- Much later, follow1ng a serles of jolting dlsccv-

 eries of the sham maperlallsm and amorallty Wthh marked

" the. aSplratlons of upper class soc1ety, 1ntoawh;ch her llfe

W i ¢

5 was so 1ntertw1ned Carilsle %aw W1th stark and frightenlng .
clarlty that "where there was no sex, there she...was not -
‘.wanted...She\\as wanted as a woman, she was wanted as ‘an

L. ornament but \she appeared*to have no part1Qular purpose as

-
)

° t
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a huﬁan being."12 A;preoccupation with externals, with a
fashionable dress, a oecoming hairstyle, a graceful walk,
a qua?nt phras?; desfroyed intellectual aspirations'and,
creative ambitions. A womanly woman was expecLed to ex-
change pleasanLJ?es, not phllosophy, to converse knowledge—
ably about presidential teas, not presldentlal policies,
to flutter edmlrlngly about art;sts and musicians, not to

) be one. Noted Carg111 approv1ngly, Loncernlng Ida Tarbell,
Grange leader and 5001al reformer in Garland's A Spoil of
Office, "She can forget her sex occa51onally and become. an
intellectual. Most women arel morbid on sex. They cannot
seem .to escape it as a man does parf of the time. -They
cannot rise, as this woman does;.ipto the sexless fegiqqp\
of affairs ahe of thought.’fl3 Womep who sdught creative
fulfillment were cautioned by sYMpathetic admirers to

* ag@id the ‘stifling confines of mari’"ieg‘e Whi’c'h\u{ould;sub— r

ordiﬁate art to the experieﬁce of motherhood. ) *%]

<

"That 1s one of the greatest mlstakes women used

to make," Jenny sternly 1nformed her mother, despondent be—
cause of her huoband's unconcern, "to imagine that they must

be old as soon as men ceased to make love to them...thab as -
o psoon as a woman stopped ‘being admired; she'had stopped liv-
'\..‘:1ng" (Virginia). 5. The womanly waman has supposed that’ she
A\ ~ had buo\one purpose life: to be 1oved and to bear. Chlld—

: e\ s . L
\ ren; the new woman assgrted that hernexperlences must extend.

\; beyoﬁd the home, even as a man's included many more than
; - [} : . : B - . . :

.
»
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». marriage and paternity The womanly woman had awaited the

-

arriVal of the man who was to iulflll and complete her
womanhood the new ﬁqman denled that her fulflllment de-
pended upon his approving smile and joyfully gtressed her
‘own powers and potentials. '"The sine of sins committed by
women had been the indifference to their own persdn.‘ TQey j
- had been echoers, conformere, imitatofs .had allogated and
"measured themselves by too llmltéd a standard They had . not
'permltted themselves that strong, clean robust joy of de-

veloping their own powers for the mereadellght in thé’exer-

cise of power". (The Pre01p1ce) ? The womanly woman had

sacrificed herself for the comfort, of her offsprlng, the
new wqma§; although a gentle mother,~n ver lost a sense @f
her own worth. "I think much pre01ous]llfe has gone dead
under that idea of children being enough - letting'them be
ail, .We count - I count.. in that worklng for them I'm not
going to let go of the fact that I count too" (Fldelltz)

In ehort' conventldhal marrlage had 1mposed a s.;Lrgg;}Eeness'~
/

of purpose and gxperience Wthh had nEgated the exuberant
ﬁ/; 1ndeed"/

:*d1v1du

- the values eSPOUSed by protestlng woman, the/éoal df woman—:

. hood' as m1nd undylng, elf—authorltatQVe he arblter of "

‘her own destlny, the- defendar .ofeher own person, w1th an

i
N ®

: qual goal and rlght of way", 3were artlcnlated»ln rhejorie

i
- IR the new women Were qondemning‘traditionaln
RN N Co " ".-').‘ o "".'_‘_;

N *
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marriage, FCOthby saw the conventional wite and mother as
* .', . Al . e i 1
the victim af an exploitive system, they dore not rojJecting
1

o ,
marrtiage and maternity per . lndecd, in all thenovels
I} L

-

imcluded in the LIbLiopgraphy, the heroine happitly married
a \ ’

the man who had patiently 1()\qui,/71(\x‘ from chapter pne.  What 7

was being proposed in the popualar litcerature was a new kind -

of marriage: a marriafe based on partnership, a marriage

which replaced hicrarchical patterns of authority with

mutual responsibilities and trust. (Gone were the conven-

. : ‘o .
tional roles of wife as housekeeper and domestic servant.
1.4 A .

. . 4 . .
Gone too were the assumptions that the wife should devote

. .

herself cxclusively to hoje and®Musband.- Indeed, such a

A -
total absorption,\onte considered the essence of femininity,

[}

was now condemned ;:\ﬁﬁ(fow and selfish, destructive to the
social unity of the community. "What frightens me at times

liké thig, is...motherhood," Deborah, schcol principal and

-

social worker, noted thoughtfully. "It's the hardest thing
we have to do - to try and make them see and feel outside

their aqwn small tenement homes and help each other and pull

1
together" (His Family). ?

v

Service to society, a concept so important in Pro-

gressive schema of values, necessitated that the married

woman continue her involvement in the outside world; ideally,
Y

‘marriage and a career would complement each other, marriage

providing those strong and sweet emotional relationships

which could increase a woman's sensitivity,to human grief

. -

<R
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and folly, while offering al sense of personal utrvngth\nnd
s Ay N h -
security. A brief plance at two novels, written by novel-
\ :
ists of widely divergent ideologiﬂnl belief's, will indicate

that the ideal of the new marriage as a partnership, inte-
i * B

tating the values . ot motherhood (sensitivity ont.leness
¢ £ _ y 6 »

compassion) and social involvement was one held in common

-

by moderate socialists and conservatives. 1In Comrade Yetta,
written by Arthur Bullard, settlement worker and editvor of

the Socialist journal, the Call, the heroine married a
]

fellow socialist leader, cheerfully bore two children,

\ . A

wﬁlle continuing to contrlb te artlcles to her husband's

’,-

'newspaper. Maternity, she ¥nsisted, hgightened her effect-

iveness as an agitator, for it had brbught her closer to the

life; after all, she concluded, "Social-
20

primeval forces

ism is for the Mabies." Kathleen Norris, a conservative

Catholic w proudly -affirmed that ﬁer husband was respons-
ible for her literary success, wrote’a novel, Saturday's
Child with a remérkably similar solytiop. Her main charac-
ﬁn( Susan Brown, married a trade unionist, had three chlld-
ren\\k;five years, edited a woman's column for her husband's
newsletter (the problem with workers' wives, she asserted,
was their laziness'and inability to economize). Motherhood,

‘she rhapsodlzed was a joyous martyrdom which had he;ghtened

°

ber abllity to serve.21

Hamlin Garlarnd, popﬁlist poet and novelist, passion-

N .8
ately indignant Yith‘the plight of farm girls in rural
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America ("the wives of ‘our American [afmers 11l our
asylums”) and strongly mowed by the vision of future woman-

hood expressced in the writings of llerbert Spencer, presented

one of the earliest and most coherént descriptions of the

tencts of the "new marriage". His heroine, a strong and
. b 83

independent. woman (The Rose of Ducther's Coolly) was courted

by an unorthodox and moody reporter who made an unusual

propoéal of marriage, one which-she readily accepted as
compatible with her own values and\perceptions of life as

a liberated woman. 'W;do not prémise.to make you happy,"
he wrote, "I cannot promise a home...I do not feel either
that 1 shall be ever free-from honey cares...l cannot prpmé
ise to confirm to your ways...l cannot promise to be faith-

ful to you until death but I shall be faithful sb long as I

£i11 the relationship of husband to you. I shall not lead

a double life...I exact nothing from you. 1 do not require
you to cook for me, nor to kegp housg¢ for mé.' You ére mis-
tress of 'yourself...You are at liberty to cease your assoc-
iation with me at any time...I want you'as a comrade and a
lovef,,not as subject or servant or unwilding wife...Yoﬁ
can péar me children or not, jgst as you please., You are a
human soul like myself and I -shall expect you to be as free
and 5pvereign'as Iy to follow any profession or do any wé}k

A .

which pleases you."2

This vision of mdrriage as partnership was an ideal-

istic splution which allowed the individual maximum freedom
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withoug‘endangering the maintenance of the race of the.

viability of society. Yot inherent in such idealism, if
implemented, were a series of problems which,/given the
moral values of the Progressives, proved insoluéble; It
‘marriage were indeed a ;ersonal promise, an indiJidual
commitment, if a wife were free to leave her husband when

she tired of him, what-of the children and tﬂ% security of

v
tHe home? Was it possible to construct a sense of" commun-

*ity and social responsibility without a strong family unit,

\ in a world in which other institutions of bommon identifi-

cation, - tradition, religion, had been shattered beyond
repair by the destrucﬁive forces -of capitalism and urbaniz-
ation? .Was it realistic to maintain that phe rights‘of a
woman as an individual assumed priority over the deménds of

society, in a system in which economic individualism had

created such distress and grief?

«

Hamlin Garland detested postwar America; appalled

J , :
by the sexual freedom of the twenties, he soundly condemned .

the animalism, the selfish, aimless savage pléasure—seeking
of a world gone mad. A broken, embittered old'man, he sadly

recorded the most shattering disillusionment_oﬁ’his°lifé:
- . f& .. W
the divorces -of his two daughters. . "I, who have:stood for,

decency and loyalty in social life, find myself with two h
daughters seeking divorcesf", he wrote with ﬁlaintive amazé—‘

ment. "If they elect to see 'freedom' in the way of women-

, v 2 s
of today, I cannot prevent them" 3, this once radical expaonemnt

¥
* s : ‘ .
N N 1
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of women's rights concluded weaxlly In part it waé the

conservatism of a reforme repcatudly dlglliusioned but :

!
aloo the shock ©f a visionary. who watched helpleosly whlle
his ideals were perverted and bctrayed : He had as sumed that
greater freedom in marriage woald bé utlllzod for ethlcal,‘
ends; he was vastly disappointed in the bitter requmlna:; ;i‘

B 11

tions, the scramble for alimony, the sayaée-struggle for

the children in which marriages terminated{.?br reasons ‘.ir
. » . . . - . )
which he judged as petty and selfish. R N
| | 2. oA T
: o "It is rather laugtalle and

altogether sardonic and
devilish to kneel down and -
worship as we do the Institu-
tion of Staying Together...
. Stay Together at any prlce... - .

’ . - agar (1913)

Divorce, the shattering of a union consecrated by °

God was' not a pleasant thing in the late nlneteenth oentury

In the minds of many Amerlcans, it congured up 1mages of
easy morality and fast living, of sophlstlcated city folk
. ‘ »

flaunting divine law in the quest “for personal satisfaction.-

"You see...(divorce) is such an.unusual thing. It never

happened in Old Chester,” noted Dr. King (The Awakening of

Helena Ritchie). hWhy, I don't believe I ever saw a...di-¥

25

vorced person in my life!" ‘The divorce question.became, -

the subject of an acrlmonlous debate durlng the Phqéressive:

Era. Liberals demanded reform of state diyorce laws and a
, . >

gt * 3 . o \



. R ~ | |
B , 9%
mOre sympathetié'attitude on the part ot governmenr and
8001ety to 1he plight of 1nd1v1duals trapped in unhappy "f

relatlonshlps; incompatibility, thty argued was as slgnlf—

icant a cause' for separatlon as were phy51cal brutallty and

\
adultery. A contxAact whlch\forced two people to llve to-

1

‘gether in misery was a flagrant abuse of their COnStltutlonr

*"al rights as American citizens. The agitation for easier ’

’

'dlvorce was vigorously opposed by those who: viewed the fam~

of society 26 In short as Margaret Deland noted in a

-

perceptlve essay on the divorce issue, the dilemma was
< ‘

whether marrlage was a personal problem or a social questlon,

whethef 1nd1v1duallsm was more 1mportant than social respong--

2 . -
1b111ty Z : . . -

.
&
- -

Conservagtives were Hlarmed by SEatlSthS which dem-
* oOnstrated beyond questhn .that not only was the dlvorce

o .. rate rapidly 1ncrea81ncr w1th1n the republlc but, also that

the number of" dlvoroes grapted in the Unlted States greatly
:' exceeded that of ,any western hation. . Forelgn observers v
. ;onitantly voiced thélr amazement at the ease w1£h wh1ch ‘
Ankrlcan marrlages were'terminatedu Ea31er/31vorces, they
‘ noted dlsapproangly, were but part of a larger pattern»of"

LY
¢ moral and soc1a1 d1s1ntegratlon whlch was rendlng the SOClal

b

.. fabrié of Amerzca,_destroylng heh v1ta11ty as a people and

- «ghgr futpre as a great power.; "Ameﬁican women were dellberauﬂy

P ’ Lo &4 -
¥ PO F .

.-h ,
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turnlng thelr backs on natural JGWo n"sniffed one British
dbmmentator who preducted the 1nev1tab1e breakdown of

American cmv1llzatlo? for it.was composed of "overworked.

men and nervous women" .
R

" Could domestic harmony survive the twentieth cent-
ury, wrote Winston'Ch;chill wistfully in his fictional -

study of marriage andfdivorce 1n America (A Modern Chron-

icle)?. "Will it survive rapid trensit and bridge and
Women's Rights, the modern novel ‘and the modern drama,
automoblles and flying machlnes .hotel, apartment and
Suburban life?" In the past,. Amer;cars had been reared in
closely knit‘family un{ts, had loved ohedr-mother and ,\/
obeyed thelr father had worked together in breaking the o
lland tllllng the flelds, sharlng the warmth of companlon—
ship and mutual dreams. So it was remembered. But the
competitive economic system with its emphasis on materialism
and *monetary success,ﬂthe city with its distractions and |
bustle and flashing promises of neon pleasure, had corroded
old fashioned moral.values, fac{lieating the breakdown of
marriage in America. | |
; o, . ‘ o
-Bewildered by the antics of their daughters, par-

ents blamed the pleasure-oriented ethics of the hewVihdust—’
rial order. A skilful and moving depiction of the conflict-

ing values of two generatlons was Ernest Podle's HlS Famuly,

a Pulitzer-prize novel., The father, resentful of change,

A

[ 4
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("immigrants had already spoiled his.heighbourhood") Was
perplexed and angered by youngest child, Laufa who spent
eXtravagantly dnd danced all night in flashy public places.
Engaged to a junior member of é,broker firm, a man labélled
"fést" by society gossips, the daﬁghter airily dﬁsmis%ed"\

the commitment as a mere experiment. Marriage, she vowed,

was to include no children; it was simply an effort to de-

-

termine whether she loved her.husband. "YQu're\all of you
scared to death about sex - just as your Puritarn/ mothers
were and you leave it alone...But I'm.not afradid", she
proudly boaéted, "If our hJsbands can do it, why can®t we?"
To“hér fathef's horror, she was divorced by hef husband on Y
the grounds of adultery and prbmptly wen€ to Italy with
her lover. Most perplexing was her gaity, her refusal to
take life seriously. "Could she really go on, be héppy like
this?...Léura ﬁad broken her marriage vows, she had 'ru;

of f with another fellah'l...now divorced and remarried, she
was céreering gayly on". To the father, Laura was "a

symbol of an ardent town, spendiﬁg, wasting, dancing, mad",
indifferent to morals, tradition and culture. His grand-
ﬁothér, he remeqbéréd fondly, had stuck to the essentials;

a stfong farm woman who had eooked, sewed, spun, WOve, made
cheese{,pickles,'jam,uquilts;‘mattresses, she had not wOrnEdj
about success, fashion, wealth'on.moﬁey. But city life had

created new demands, new pressures. Even his "old-‘fashioned"”

_daughter Edith, married and the mother of fivg,ﬂbaffleq her

-
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ﬂfdther with her ankiéty to secure needlbes frills and fads

her chlldren, crammlng her life w1th petty plane and

-

worrles; "She\was always talking of being old fashloned "

he noted in dlsgnet, "But Edith was not old fashioned for

: a 0
she was alive to the modern age";q

]

&

In upper class marriages, the pressures created by
the‘husband's single minded.dedicetion to financial ad-
vaneemenp were anong the most taxing on the viability of
the urion; absorbed in,hie‘business affairs, the man had
Ajﬁilittle time, energy or—interest in his wife or family. "I
can stand f%“nb longer. I cannot live with you...We are
strangers - we have always been so...Your whole interest ?n

o

life is your business and you come home to read the news-
)

“~

paper and to sleep".31 Having reproached her husband thus,

. Honora Liffingham (A Modern Chronicle) filed for divorce.

Women did not escape indictment, however; it was the nives
who spent recklessly, foolishly, who avidly imitated the
_fashionable ladies in New York, nagging their husbands for
countless luxuries he could ill afqud. .“if it weren't for
the women, the men wouldn't be so keen onithe scent forJ
éein “ﬁComplained Robért Herrick bitterly. "The women
taught the men how to Spend, created\the needs for their
wealth” (The_ﬂeh,gﬁ,L;ﬁe) Moreover the opportunltles
created by the new, 1ndustr1al order filled women w1th a novel

sense of independence. With marriage no‘longer the sole

_ nleans of financial security, women were less tolerant of
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. atheir husband's indiscretions, more willfng;to leave un-
pleasant situations. "The business women will bring about -
a new kind of marriage“, Una taunted her unemployed, aico—
holic husband, "[one] in which men will have to keep up
respect and courtesy" (The Job).f3 To .the shocked bewilder-
ment of the older éeneration, brides flaunted their self-
relianCe,lby talking‘about marriage as an exp®riment, a *
trial run, to be terminated without)trauma or regret~should
it prove unsuccessfol. "She was engaged not ih illustrioos
preceptelof conduct, but in realizing her ihdependeénce and
this reglization of herself appeared'to her as.the supreme
aod‘peculier obligation of her beiog...Nothing‘about duty!
nothiﬁg'aboot consideretion for her~faoily! nothiné con-
cerning the awful responsibility of entering lightly into

such sacred relationships!" (Virginia).sh

'"They are supremely selfish," charged one critic of
modern womaohood, ™hat if the least difference in taste
deveiope,‘or if another man.chaﬁces along,whom they momentar-
‘iiy favor more than, their'husband _they get a divorce...

Their idea of marrlagefls not a mutual sacrament Wthh brlngs

-

happlness through trials born together... (A Modern Chron-
iglg).Bs Selflehness, a restlessness with the tedium of
ﬁerriege, dissatisfaction with the husban&'s incOme or'
social status, a crav1ng for good times  and .forbidden pleas—-

ures, these were the ba31c motlvatlons Whlch sgklal conserv—

] ©

at1ve$36 a551gned to those flllng for divorce. Unfortunately,
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in their eyes, the ppgglarlty of contemporary JAmerican
1deoloé1es whether artlculated in the conventional rhetoric
of rugged individualismor disguised under the forsof soc-
iallsm (with its overtones of "free love"), seemed to Jjustify
sdph‘eéotistical actions. Honora Liffingwell (A Modern
Chronicle) left her husband following a rlghteous indictment
of his business practices and a passionate 1nvocatlon of her
rlghts as .an 1nd1v1dual, although disillusionment w1th her
husband's declining prosperity and a fatal_infatuation with
the other man were the fundamental reasons hehind her revolt,
It was this 1nd1v1duallsm, thls harrow pursurt o§ one's
happlness at the expense of 8001ety whlch had produced the
horrors of the capltallstlc society and which was now threat-

ening ‘the stablllty of family life. "You speak of 1nd1v1dhal

. development " Mrs. Van Vorst commented crossly "Look at the
. : »

"~ wrecks with which soc1ety is strewn from this fatal shoal

A1l the strange 1lls...from nervous prostratiop to inéanity,ﬁ

from...'restlessné%s to suicide"” (Ihe Issues of Life).37l

i
A

Soc1allsm, fashlonable among the 1ntellectual elltem
and soc%al reformers, regresented a second 1deologlcal men-
ace to phe permanency of marrlage. In Thomas Dlxon's The

I
One Womén‘%a Story_of Modern® Utopla the hero, a Chrlstlan

mlnlster }angulshed by the plight of workers 1n his parish
became converted to the doctrlnes of 3001a1}sm, at the same

time, he Was entralled.by the 31nlster beauty of - a fellow v
4

worker an? divorced hi's fa1th§ul broken-hearted w1fe,

‘).'!- U
A

iv.‘ . . L“
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claiming his new marriage shall %be a prophécy of the revo-
lution that shall redeem society... We will call womanhood
from enslavement to form, cerembny, tradition.in which the -
b{:te nature’of man has bound,hen, cut and up into her :

1a ger seif, the mate and equal of man." The minieter's
idealisn proved tragic; the‘wife}.scornful of her husband's
gehtleness and inwardlf desiring a strong man as head of
the\family, repudiated him, scornfully-using the terms of

her marrlage contract to justify her ‘actions. "I claim the -

perfect freedom you preach. I will do as I please. You
38 '

can do the same..." " Although'Dixon's novel is an ex-

39

cellent example of popular Progressive flctlon at its won?
it does express the strong conv1ct10n of the conservatlves
that divorce was wrong because it countervened_the unden:~ﬂ

lying laws of human existence.‘>"The‘family‘at'whfch»you

aim this blow," the minister was warned by his father, "is

the basis of all‘law state, national and international. \

1It is-the unit of soclety, the basis of civilization 1tself

Marriadge is not a mere convention between a man and a woman,
subject to the wh1m of either party. It is a divine social

ordinance on which the structyre of human c1v111zatld‘rhas

.- -

N This' certginty thab-marriage, as a permanent and

@ oy

:stable. relationshi s was sanctloned by tradltlon, hlstory

and rellglon, and epresented anvln-egral and necessary part

of western c1V1llzat10n made 1t dlffl ult for conservatlves
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to dompromise their principles, .although they frequently

sympathlzed Wlth the victims of unhappy unlons. This dilemma

R

‘was most thoroughly explored in the novels of Margaret Deland,

¥
" probably the most popular and 1nfluent1al of women writers

durlng the Progress1ve Era; her llterary works were serial-

1zed in the leading ladles' maga21nes of the peﬁ!bd Her

- first hovel on the marrlage question, Phlllp and his Wife °

depicted the deadening impact of a marriage without love
upon the couple and their child. Written with sensitivity

and warmth the plot developed about Phlllp s agonlzlng

'de0131on to ‘divorce his w1fe, the contlnuatlon of a marrlage

he argued, was unethical when it destroyed the integrity of

the participants and undermined the_innocehce of the child-

I8

ren. "This questionﬁoﬂ marriage and divorce\ls-thé question
of the day" he dried pa331onately hWe must meet it, we
must answer lt.u._ThlS 1Sn't the time to talk about Moses
and the prophets we've got to come to each man' s own con-
301ence"~' Ernest, moral and sincere as Philip may seem,

'the author was expllc1t in her Judgement thaa his actlon

.
i

-was a form of subtle selflshness. "Dlvorce can't be con51d-
_ ‘

+ ¢ B *

ered from the individual's standp01nt. Tt's & socialf

[N

questlon, a race questlon" Ph111p was Warned "Our progress

~is:in dlrect proportlon to our idea of the sacredness ©

: marriage andéeven the innocent mustn't tamper with that 1deal

LN

sacredness." If the marrlage should prove unworkable, then \

a legal separatlon, based on a recognltlon that the marltal

l

o . . L
. - " ~ b ’ - N
. s

\
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ties may be severed anly by death, may be tolérated; divorce,

the dissolution of holy wedlock, cannot be countenanced as

»

it dnntrf}u_un institution created with divine approval,

-~ - 4

for the sole purpose of pursuing happineas with a new
L1

partner.

- '

. -»
Inherent in Mrs. Deland's arpument, as.in other con-
- - . . ] -
acrvative writers, was not only the certainty that an hAbsol-
VRN N b .
ute order cxists but an acceptance that unhappiness, hard-
s 7
ghip and suffering were the fate of man, not the témporary

.products of a man-c¢reated social system. * " [Marriagae is
p ) y £

hard on the innocent sometimos...but the individual has got

NN
‘to be subservient to the race,” an observer notetl harshly

(Philip and his Wife). "They've got to suffer ~that's all.
/’ .

If an individual .

. : L2

It's a pity, bup they've got to-suffer."”
. e .

must dccept eviliand pain as part of an eternal orde

hen

"

it 1is 1ogicaI\thet she also accept her place in

~N

plan., ooc1§1 conoervatlves had lmttle dodbt th t there wegp

[ “y

exp11c1t roles for women: marrlage and maternlty. "T c
afflrm" Doctor Morrison advised q young w1fe, unthappy gifh .

. her pregnancy, "that I have never seen a truly Satlsfléd

~

“woman who has" not at some time held in her arms - ‘a dhlld of

her own" (The Issues of Life). -The‘rebéllidn df woman

i
agalnst her fate, as refiected in a reluctance to marry, and .

-in the practlce of birth con rol could only result in neur-

osis, for her rolg was an 1nherent part of her essence, her -

fem’}ninity.43 T )
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Unlike conscrvatives who emphasiced the personal

{ and aselt'vihness off those seeking divorces, n3\5(31514¥
( | :

liberals presented divorce as an escape for- the innocent

failing

from the brutality of hirsh civcumstances. Oylvia (Sylvia's
Marriape) left her husbasd, following the delivery ot her
T 4 , .

- . - N . // N . [P ’
son, Jorn blind, because of syphilis. Gabriella (Lit¢ and

Gabriella) refused to tolerate the moral indiscretions of

.

her husband and divorced him, appn\ontly with little unfav-

orable impWct upon her two <hildren. Fmma McChesney was

r

divorced at ﬁwenty—six “JBI_D__’}__T‘"AQ_C_}_L(_J__LL;Wﬂd Company) when
.she was no longer willing to livelﬁith her alcoholic shift-
less husband. "I believé in marriage. -1 consider it a
sacred thing. I would db anything in my power to protect
ana preserve a marriage," pﬁpplqime% Mary Abbott, summar-
izing the attitude -~of liberal ang socialist alike. "But
Ihhold that it must be an“gual partnership. ;'w?yld fight
to make it that, and whenever I found that it cou{d not be
that, 1 would say it was nét marriage but slavery and I

t L
would fight just as hard to break it! (Sylvia's Marriag@).u+

In their view, marriage was an individual commitment, a “ )
promise made by two persons to love and honor each other.

When that initial love had vaniéhed, when dégestic harmony
had been replaced by bickering, anger and Fesentment, the
marriage was no longer morally legitimQFe. Indeed, they
argued, the institutionalization of marriage had brutalized.

4

and degraded intimate human relationships by subjecting
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them to impersonal lepal limitations. Was Lhe maintenance

of society worthahe sacrifice of individunls? "I'm not ’///
sure that I'cnro a good deal of an indtitution that smothers
“Lhe kindly things in people...", Doctor Deane wearily hoped.
"I'm not. sure that an afrangement of life which does not
‘loave place, for the most recal things.in life ie going to

cont.inue forever" (F'ldelit.x).AS *

Despite thefagitation of conservatives, divorce be-
came increasingly commonplace in Progressive society and
literature. In the nineteenth century, divorce had been an

unknown phenomenon in.parts of the-United States. Divorgees

were excluded from high society, noted Edith Wharton in her

best selling nerl of 1904, The House of Mirth ("except

she added‘satirically, "those who had showed'signs of' pen-
itancy by being remarried to the very wealthy”).l+6 By 1917, .
heroines Qere divorcing almost casually, with‘iiJZIe sig- \

nificance attached to the decision, othef than as the term-

. ination of an unpleasant episode. However, it ‘would -be

" erroneous to assume that the American public at large

approved of this new approach to marriage. Divorce remained

i

a current topic of debate until the. outtheak of the war; \n-

deed, it is noteworthy that Winston Churchill, the best
seJling novelist of the Progressive Era, and Maréaret Deland,

the most respected female novelist concerned with the woman

question, both strenuously opposed a liberalization of

*
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divorce laws. It is probable that their views reflected
the opinions of the general reading public more accurately

than those expressed by liberal wrf%ors,h7

""The more ohe delves into the novelistic and dram-
atlc literature of our times,/" noted a concerned social\
critic, "the more one becomes convinced that the marriage
problem is one of the deepest felt problems of the present
aget"h8 Indeed, the animated, aften bitter discussions of

/s
marriage and divorce indicate the problems created for

<+

American society by the new women of the Progressive Era.

a [

N )
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’
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CHAPTER FIVE ]

"Thus for Emancipated Woman'":
Two Critics of the New Feminism -~ &

"Women in America, splendidly- free and Queen!...
‘what have you done for the souls of the men given
into your keeping?...The answer roars up from the
city streets,- the most material age and the most ma=-
terial men and the least lovely civilization on God's
earth...Thus for emancipated Woman..."

- Together (1908).l

-(In 1901, the Independent published a series of four
. . 1 | '
essays-on the foibles of modern womanhood, written by a

‘staunch traditionalisp, Henry Finck. Proclaiming tﬁé wom; \
anly womén as the highest and latest product of civilization,'
,Mr.‘Finék strongly deplored their increasing involvement in
the world outside the home; suchdalliancein the masculiné
spﬁére; he predicted.ominously, would destroy‘the feminine
quaiitie; of the gentlgr;sex,'eliminate chivalry and gallant—
ry, and undermine the rightful sﬁperiorit? of men. "If o
women are to have}the same educationfand ideals, ﬂte s&ﬁé
employments, the same sports, the same'polit;cal life as

the men, their thoughts and feélings,-their tastes and man-

nerisms and even their features and figures will gradually.

2.
approximate those of men."

-

‘Mr. Finck's adamant disapproval of the modern woman'

was not singular; indeed, the new feminism was frequently
a L - R -
)
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Y new\woman watched the dlsappearance of the lady with a be-

e T 1,

¢ked as dangerous to the social fabric of  the nation,

‘7ts principles decried as pernicious. A highly explos-

1ve41ssue which touched every Amerlcan regardless of sex,

3?7&31 'status or class, the woman question challqued the '

most basic of human concepts and values: family, marriage,

éexuallty "It evoked a highly emotional response' vituper-
/ A‘ (¢} ~
yatlve abuse was heaped on the "third sex", the "mannish

4
.i,women"; the "shrieking sisters", the "lunatic fringe" who

. had denied their rightful station in life. .The vehemence

|
of this rhetoric suggests that opposition to the changing

Ty role'of women was larger than mere resistance to the up-

ward[moblllty of a once subordlnate minority. As was ev1—.

s

‘;kdent in the agitation over d1vorce, challenges to conyen-

\tlonal marriage and patterns. of femininity were 1nterpreted
\ﬁ’l v ' -
as an attack upon a partlcular social structure which had .
H I8

characterlzed an illustrous American past and an undermlnlq’

{ of ethlcal values embodled in the womanly woman as popu-

4

laQAZed in poem, story and song. EVen sympathlzers of the
f'Vw1lqﬁer1ng, llngerlng sense of loss, for she Jhad represented
h,certaln charm and softness consplcuously absent 1n a
harsh 1ndustr1al system. Ellen Glasgow, who had greeteg
thevwoman s movement as a liberation of humanlty, regr
, Vlrginia;
uthern,ﬁotﬁer,_héd,

fully lamented the fate of the lady in her ng
/

her her01ne, modelled on the author's

in ﬁrue woménly fashlon, abs 'ed'herself totally in her 3

P . . o A
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family, destro}ing-hey own aspirations and identity. Her
only armour'was goodnegs and her fate was that almost
1nev1table martyrdom which awaits pure selflessness 1n a

- world whe;e self-interest has always been the governlng

power." The lady, Miss Glasgow concluded sadly, was a
symbol of’"a thwarted human longing. for tnevjeaubiful and

3
the good." ! _ ¢

Progreesive novelists - those Wwho were ™goecial"
commentators as distinguished from the pulp writers, judged
the“woman question as one of the most pressing problems

facing sheir society. Less militant in their criticism or
“T B ' s "t . ' . ’ . )
; approval of the new feminism than journalistg (novelists

at least went throuéthne pretensions of objeotdvity3, their
valuedjudgments wereézo less penetrating or explicit; Al-
though a femarkable portion of popular literature openly
adulated the new woman; the dominant attitude ranged from

frlendly criticism. to ‘vehement ﬁepudlatlon b

nterestingly“
enough few novelists echoed Mr. Flan'S sentiments that
‘the womanly womaP represented the hlghest evolutlonary de-
.velopment of the falrer sex' rather, they offered alterna—‘
’jtlve herd&nes who were a curlous blendlng old and’ new fem-
inine 1deals. Inherent in thelr works were thoughful"fiév_
appraisals of the new 1ndustr1al order, the limitations of ’
human freedom and the fea31b111ty of reform, questlons |

| whlch they con31dered 1nt1mate1y\connected W1th the woman’s

N

movement . , "“ij“ s
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One such social conservative was Rbbent‘Herrick, a
cantankerous professor.at the University of Cbicago. Re-
pelled by the grasbing materialism of nis adopted city, he
expressed a total disenchantment-with American society
(..."bhe'leaSt_lovely civilizationfon God's earth"),;a
bitter disappointment in the failure of womanhood as moral
éuide,.and a wistful glorification of the pioneer wife as
ideal woman. In 1908, he published a controversial novel,
Together, a study of the impact of individualism on'modeﬁn.
marriage. "The subject I had in mindlwas a forerunner of

our nation's preoccnpation with WOMANKIND," he recorded in

his memoirs, "and the peculiar aspect of WOMEN that .I took

...was the marriage hend which has alWays“beenﬁand alwaysa

will be the-erutial point of 'the woman world. "2 His frank

L
e ow

portrayal of five %merican marriages with its explic1t

E{gg&menefof‘illioig,sex generated a-.righteous fury in the

press, pulpit and on the platform of women's clubs; many

libraries refused to place the novel on their shelves - in
- a* N .
Canada, it was banned. "Guised,in‘story form,,{grote one .

~reviewer crossly, "the book is‘anvoutrageons attack on

Lo ° T

~American womanhood which every American man with an ounce

o g , 6
offdecent blood in his veins should bitterly resent. "o Six

'~ years later, Herrick published a second study of the de—

structlve tendenc1es 1nh;\Eﬁ% in women's 1nd1V1dualism,

the novel One Woman s Life, although not a popular success,

_ clarlfled and elaborated,hls case against the new feminism.

LNy

-
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Robert. Herrick telt he had suftferced much at the

hands of ambitious women. He rvsontcd’his MOLICT ) Caae
petulant, nagging creaturd who had squander od hm husband's
modest. income on private schools, f'ashionable doctors and
frivolous luxuries, and caxoiully sheltered hor children
“from the "sodial contnmlnqtion" of less tortunate neighbours.
He sadly recalled that his father, a discouraged and sick
man, "anticipated no doiight; no solace within his home.
Complgﬁnts, féult~findinp, reproaches w6uld greet him at the

-~

door and dog his xred footgteps to bed. n’ Herrick himselfl

3
i

lound little happlness in r;p marriage; he was 1rr114ted by

the extravagances and social aspirations of his w1fe, whom

A

he cruelly caricatured as Millie in One Woman's lLife. Moody,

temperamental and overbearing, Herrick was not an easy man
to live with. He had numerous love affairs which he metic-
ulously noted in a private journal, dubbed the "Lové Book";
none, he conpluded wearily, had been spiritually satisfying.

He *had less sympathy for the.ﬁéﬂ’le affections and moral

indiscretion of women. He wrote contemptuously of.‘the new

-

woman who rebelled against the confines of marriage. " 'I

cannot love this man;whom I have married, though he feeds

i
i LS

me and gives me ofzﬁgsﬁbest...i will not consent to live
‘ e ' .
with him and bear children for him and thus be a slave...

I will divorce this man who 93n poflongen‘thrill me'.g.So'

she cheats herself: with flne phrases. 8 He was, what less
r

objective women would term,)? forerunner of arrogant male

ERN
¥R
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A

chauvinism. Robert Herrick was ﬁoz popular at the Uni;
versity wh‘om his impersonal, aloof manner annoyed collegues
Kﬂ and students; they sarcastically roferred to him as a
"puritan gentleman”™.  Scarred by unhappy childhood memories,
' .
disenchanted in love and in marriage, and rebuffed by a.
critical rvndihg audience, Herrick embroidered his comments

about modern womanhood with a deep .sensc of personal griev-

ance.

Herrick's bitterness was,heightened by his distaste
for the industrial urban order. To him, Chicago was the
epitomie of‘the sordid,fraw matérialism which had marred the
spirit of America: "A tfdlley car boomed‘and snarled rauc-
ously through‘thelill~pév§d street, a terrific blast of dust
and gas and sbot‘assailed him when he roundéd a shabby flat
building; it was.Chicago; it was more - it was America. It
‘was thg climax.of "the gféatest centhry_of hdﬁan progress
man has-ever/made) " (ﬂgg&g).g Sickened’'by the pitiless:
éqramble for wealth and Qrestige, Herrick adamantly con-
demned the prevaiéet ethic\of sgccess at any price which
had subordinated moral standard; and aesthetic values to
crass materialistic‘gain.' "But what is this almighty society,

*any hour," he queried biﬁterly; "save a lot of fools and
scamps with a sprinkling of strong souls, who are fighting

- for life“-.all of them fighting for what only a few could

get. The strong must rule, the world is for the.éirong."

(Memoirs of an American C;g;zen);lo Although sympathetic
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to the ax’;mpl{tinfu oi the oppressed, he had little faith in
BN A S
tonzm¥@OVa@7ntj?' Olhdnlﬁed agttution. "Nobody really
RIS \
,nlaa ?Q hak!f*ﬂi znCIIILC(‘S Mhis protagonist, Howard
a2 ‘Q"béfj 3 :‘f * ' ’
\)ommor‘“ dg@lar‘bd wynically in The Web of Lite,"... the rich

will buy oWl the leaders. Better times will come and we
shall all scttle down to the same old game of grab on the .
same old bnsis."ll Like Thoreau, Herrick shunned group
action 1 /favor of individual responsibility. "If man were
right w&th himself,” square with his own soud...there would

be no wrongs to right by machinery, by laws, by discussion,
by agitation, by theories orAbeliefs.}.Yes, the worid needed

a Religion, not movements or rei‘orm;"(Together‘).l2

A chronicle of ‘the fortunes and manners of upper
income classes, Herrick became disillusioned with the’emanc~
ipated lady and her lofty aspirations of independence.
"Egotism is the pestilence of our day,” Dr. Renault charged
bitterly, "Ang worst of q;l, it has corrupted the.women, in
whom should lie nature's greatest conservative force."

"What have you made of marriage'leading your own lives'?,"
he continued savégely; "You make marriagefa sort of in-
,tellectual and intelligent prostitution - gﬁa you develop
divorce" (Togethe’r).13 The quest for personal freedom'
thwérted woman's maternal ¥Instinct; American wives were
reluctant to endure the discomfort of pregnancy, childbirth,
and the demands of help}ess babies. "Théy have lost their

prime function: they will not or they cannot get children."lh



The offspring of such grudging mothor; were petted and
indulged as suited mama's whims, Lheq‘delivgred into the
competent arms of a governess or packed off to boarding
school. Isabelle Lane, the "modern" heroine of Together,
was baffled and bored by the social pretensions of her
daughter until she realized that the child had never known
anqphen life. "...a home to fit into, a cat and a dog, a
few'dolls and the kitchen and the barn to run about in -
that was more than Molly Lane with'all her opportunities
had ever had."15 Regtless, temperamental, frequently |
neurotic, Americah women became dissatisfied wives who
aped the lifestyl% of the aristocracy and taxed the fin-
ancial resources of overworked husbands. "If it weren't
for the women, the men wouldn't be so keen on the scent

for gain; The women taught the men how to spend, created

the needs for their wealth." (The Web of Life).™ Most
tragic, women had failed in their role as spiritual guide;
amoral creatures, deluded by the glittering aura of fin-
ancial success and social status, they were indifferent‘to
the acts of fraud and deception which had purchased their
comfort. "Man is given you to protect, and you drive him
into the marketplace, where he fights for your ease, and
then relaxes in the refined sensualities you offer...With
the fall of man into the beast's trough must come the

degradation of women." (Together).l7

>

N

Millie, the superficial, amgral heroine of Herrick's



novel, One Woman's Life was, in her creator's description,

an "adventuress,...a fortuﬁtous;'somewhat parasitical
creature", "Could‘one blame her," he asked wearily, "re-
membering her séntimental dducation, the sentimental ideals
that for centuTieé and centuries have been imbosed...She o
could not see the simple selfishnesbs of her lifc."18
Herrick was ;nnoyed by the cloyihg platitudés of feminine
culture which had instilled in women a vague, illusionary
confidence in their spiritual superiority. Extolled as
sublime, divine, mysterious creatures, apart from men and
"somehow more noble in';deals andiaspirations, girls viewed
themselves with complacency, rationalizing personal am-
bitions by an appeal to %igher purposes. What Isabelle

Lane had excused as a commendable longing for "experience",

a "broad view of life", Herrick dismissed as egotism.

guised under a charming manner (Together)'.l9

If the cult of womanly womanhood had deluded Amer-
ican girls by offering a éomfoytable self-image, the idle-
ness of middle class females denied them a creative purpose
in 1life. "The trouble obviously'wés that Millie had not
erugh to do to occupy her abundant energy...It was supposed
to be quite enough for a mafried woman to...be a gracious
and desirable companion to her husband in his free hours for

, ‘ ; o0 .
relaxation”" (One Woman's Life). 0 Hence,‘woman's affinity

- for fads, movements, theatre and intimate afternoon chats -

any activity which offered diversioi%}rom the idleness of -
AN ‘ L



122

-

long days. ¥Financial independenqexfor women was commend-
R , .
able, but Herrick suspected that few wives were willing
to accept the responsibilitie3 of a gruelling career.
"That was the terrible factiabout earning one's living,

o
Millie learned. The jobs - at least those she was:fitted
for - were all parasiticai and involved personal humili-
ation. From this arose Millie's growing conviction of the
social injustice of the world to women."21 Yet he felt
that employment was a solution for the restlessness of

American femininity. "What everyone needs is something to

do and women must be trained like men for their jobs,
exclaimed one 8bservor at a suffrageﬁte meeting, bored by
the incessant cemplaints of the speakers. Robert Herxick,

in an observation on his novel, One Woman's Life, concluded

grimly that the moral of it all "was to ?iVe the girls
23

jobs." ' , .

Alarmed by the failure of marriage in America,
Herrick wiétfully recalled an earlier, happier time when
harmdny had existed between the sexes. Then, man and.wife
had faced the wilderness united, éhafing'suffering and hgpe
together in the bitter battle to wrest a living from a " <
reluctant land. , In the pioneer efa, he argued, "thé Man .
and Woman are'free and eﬁual...they win;orvlose together...
This is the marriage'type of the pioné:} - a primiti?e,
back wrecking struggle of two against all, a perfect type,

elemental but whole -_and this remains the large pattern
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of marriage today whenever sound."zh' ¥et, he acknowledged
that ‘a changing economic structure had.rendered the pioneer
ideal obsolete; the man gambled alone in the competitive
market ;-and the- ~woman 1dly squandered the fruits of his
labor. In Henrick's blunt termlnology, "Woman no longer
the Pioneer, no longer the defender of the home,...blossoms
..ﬁhe Spender. She traffice with man for what he will
give and she pays with her. soul.. "25 Although he implied
4that creative employment for the wife would restore the
balanceg he preferred to indulge in dreams of a s1mpler
sylvan utopia. When Isabelle and John Lane paused to re-
pair their shattered relationship (Together) they did so by
'fleeing from the materialistic spirit of the city to the

}wilde of the American West.

‘ Suspicidus of causes and impatié%t with individual-
“ism, Herrick had little sympathy for the emenc{;eted woman.
¥et.he was avowedly bored with the womanly woman and her
cult of moral suéeriofit&<end’spiritual iﬁnocence. He -
wearied of the mystique surrounding wemanhood ("her special
function was but a univefsal means to a universal end."),
“and he was repelled by the repeated ‘denials of woman' s
sexual nature, indeed, he achleved notoriety in his frank’

_ dlsc?ss;cgs of women's suppreesed emotions and inhibitions.
In shafp-eentrast with’the'passive, achiescentflady of the
_nineteenth centur&, his ideal woman ﬁas sﬁrong, self—reliant

and resourceful, immune to the rigors of hard work and '
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childbirth; he spoke approvingly of Mrs. Short, a former
school teacher who had raised and prepared a daughter Qgr
university, did most of the cooking and washing for a rural
clinic, and still found time ta read all the magazines and
books available in her small village (Togetner5.28 Herrick
found little that-was distressing in the prospect of women
competing With men in the ecohomic system; his ideal her-
oines wére‘frequently nurses, teachers, settlement workers
or laundfy supervisors. Yet he believed that there‘Wés a
role and a place for women. The prime function of woman,
‘he argued, was 0 bear children and he expressed approval

of the wiveé who gladly accepted pregnancy. Alice johnson;
another strong farm woman, explained, "I know we belong to
the thriftless pauper class that's always having children -
~more than it can properly care for...But it doesn't seem
right to keep them from.coming.n.?Zg"Different biological
roles accounted for the personality traits of the respective
sexes; men, in Herrick's opinion, were peculiarly suited for
‘the‘lofty pursuit of idealistic goa¥ in the arts and phe
professions. ‘Alves~Prestoq, miqtress of Howard Sommers,
wistfully'noted her lover's preoccupation with his work.
"The man‘héd his wbrk; his ideas wefé‘the children of his
soul and the woman had the children of her body. Each went
their way and worked'his life into the fabric of tﬁe'world."

(The Web of Life).30 Although scornful of the moralistic

rhetoric of womanly womanhood, it is evident that Herrick
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expected women to exert espiritual influence in American
life; indeed, 1t was the amorality of the 1ndependent womup
which most aroused the ire of the novelist.

The themes and complaints voiced by Herrick were
commonplace in Progressive literature.31 Upper class ladies
were frequently caricéiured as lazy, superficial creatures
wﬁo flaunted the‘spirit of Christianity even when mouthing
its rhetoric; an idle plutocracy was not cohsistent with
the American traéitign. Interestingly enough, liberals

vViewed the woman's movement as a liberation from the role

of lady and an awakening to a heightened sense of moral

responsibility Carlisle Heath, the her01ne in V.V. 's Eyes .
was well on her way to becoming a new woman after she had
realiged her failure as an ethical force in American society.
"She had nver been asked to measure herself by moral stand-
rards at all...She had been all for the...establishment of
the upward bound, where self propelment was the test of
righf-and wrong." Her mew philosophy was expressed in her.
concern for the poor and the exploited (Carllsle as lady,
had flippantly dlsmlssed the compladints of her father s
employees, "We re always giving them money...and what do
they do in return, besides grumble and rieﬁ and strike q

. and elways ask for‘more").B‘2 Indeed, new women were.in-

- variably porﬁrayed by their symbathizere as sensitive,

gentle &ind tender, the caretakers of moral values and ethical
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standards; it was this coupling of individualism and social
responsibility which distinguished the Progressive ideal
from the "flapper" of the roaring twenties. ‘The anxiety
expressed over the moral laxity of phe upper claas is evi-
dence of an alteration in values alreaig apparent in pre-
war America.33 Liberals, however; were optimists who viewed
the insurgence of women as but part of a larger reawakening
of American citizens to a sense of duty; conserraines,
pessimists who&qsigznced the new feminism as symptomatic of

the moral degenerady of the Republic.

4

. Cohtemporaries shared Herrick's wistful enthusiasm
for a vanlshlng agrarian 1ifestyle and, like him, frequently
praised the western woman as the most admirable synthe51s
of two eras. Lacking the shrinking, passive nature of the
‘Victorian lady,  she was strong, resolute and self-reliant,-
boldly facing incredible hardship for the love of her man.
"There was Jack Hanson's little wife, with their children,
in a twelve by fourteen foot tent out there on their claim
alone all day and many nlghts, whlle Jack was on the works,
and Mrs. White who stoutly declared that she was sure going
to stand b&-her Jim if it burned her to a crisp'...and the

others,. who were holding’ down thelr husbands' claims whlle

the men were earning money on the works to help them in

getting started. " (The Winning of Barbara Worth) 34
Barbara WOrth fondly descrlbed by her author as "true

representatlve of a true womanhood" was gaped at by amazed



Eastern tourists who considered her radical_becaUSe she
broke the conventions of Phg_lady: she ere a divided skirt
and rode in a man's saddle; she cgrried a revolver and fre-
quently travelled alone in the desert; she was keeﬁly intg;-
ested .in the development of Colorado and discussed financial -
transactions with her father, a banker;-she was friendly
with the rough men lounging in the saloons and unembarrassed
by crude mannerisms and casual introductions. "Beautifully
strong and pure\and fresh and clean in mind and heart dnd ‘
body," Bérbara, like a t}ue woman of Victorian times was
fulfilled in marriage.35 In P;bgressivé literature, the

new woman was identified with the industrial,-urban society,
the true womanhequated with an agrarian lifestyle. No where

was the rift between the modern and the tfaditional more

.CIEarl& expressed than in Wright's best-seller, When a Man's

a Man. Boasted Stelig, the aging wife gfla rancher, e tve
Séen happy for over fgﬁgy years...we've..tﬁust lived ever¥
minute, that's a blaméa siéht‘moré than*a lot of these
higher cultured, - top-lofty, half-dead coubles thét marry

and separate and sgpéréte and marry again now-a-days can
say...and these folks that's swéppin' the pld-féShioned

sort of love that buiids homes and raises families and lets

man and wife work together...for these new, down-to-date ) i

ideas of such things,—they'ré makin' aidamned poor bargain -

."36 Such was the vindication offered for a vanishing

« lifestyle and a crumbling ideal: of womanhood. It is ironical

*
4
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indeed, that the New England professor and~a‘§;Bible—toting

Wrigﬁt who so resented effete eastern intellectuals, should

’

sharé a common vision of femininity.
2.
- !
) ...In our diletante charities, in our passionate
reforms, in our sentimental cocksureness, can we
deny an exc1ted conceited, inconsequent
empirjcism...

C -~ "The New Woman Who Would Do Things"

Y | -~ (1907)37

"We believe in the New womeu and we are proud of
‘her,"nwroteeMargaret Deland in 1910, ", ..(but) it is.nejther
o couardice nor pessimism which makes serious-minded men and
‘women'sayﬁthat'with.the promises and privilegesﬂ\of life as
they dre revealing themselves to womanvin her discoutent and
her changing ideals, there is also a danger."38 Autﬁor of* ..
;numerous short stories and nove}skjﬂargarétzieland was a
recognized’authority'on*tﬁe/;ouan question. Her many essays
on the new feminism were published in-the leading periodi-

cals of the-period' her norel The Awakening of Helena

Ritchie was hailed as a greater work than Tolst y's Anna:

Q:Karenlna in that 1t represented a hlgher 1deal f woﬁgnhood39
‘She artlculated the viewpoint of countless Amerlcan women - |
‘who had repudlated the passive, domestlc role of conventlonal
| femlnlnlty, but were reluctant to accept ‘the tenets of th 1r
. more mllltant 51sters) Active in 3001al reform, with a paﬁL

‘ticular concern for prostitutes and unwed mothers, a. propone///
Ve
ent of sex educatlon and respon51b1e-parenthood (she defended

?
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the "right of children not to béhbornﬂ\into unfavorablé
conditions) and a friend of radicals (éhocking Boston
gentility by inviting a Russian aqarchiét to tea) she wés‘
"conservative" in regard to the woman qﬁestion. She opposed

\ . ;
thg liberalization of divorce laws as destructive to society.
- She Questioned the wisdom of extending the suffrage to all

women ard harshly criticized what she termed the "excessive

individualism" of the feminist movement.

fIn her autobiography, Golden Yesterdays, Mrs. Deiénd

&

recalled," with some amusement, her own youthful rebellion
against the cult of true womanhogé Reared in the "bar-fi
barous orthodoxy of the- elghteen%ﬁ century,“ Margaret had
grown up in the Vlctorlan.atmosphere of a cénservatlve

Pennsylvannian villagg.‘ There, parents demgnded,—vand re-

ceived, absolute obedience. .Religion was primitive and

;harsh, fervent ministers threatening credulous congregatio?

withlhellfire and damnation. Educatiqﬁfﬁag_ﬂighly'strucmued,
morélistic,aﬁd superficial; Ma;garét attended‘PethamlPriory
at Nevaoqhq{}é, New Yofk, a Egarding school for "young o
females of good family connections” rﬁﬁ by two venerable |
Engiish ladies‘who cpiebrated phe Queen's“birthday and

: “ T ~ :
schoole§ the girls in religion and deportment. IUpon grédu-
ation, it was expected that\a girl WOuld dutifully 1ive‘at
',home, superv1se Sunday schdbl be charltable to the poor,
and attend partles untll marrlage to a dlllgent God fearlng

s

boy,“ Mapgaret rpbelled; To the consternatlon of. her
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relatives, she resolved that she should suppOrt herself in
the city, at altime when”econom{c:independence for uomen
was regarded as a novel anda"unloveiy" idea. She attended
Cooper Unlon in New York, where she studied draw1ng and
/ design; these subjects she subsequently taught at Hunter
College, a glrls' normal school. "I preferred freedom and
New York to czgventlonallty and Parnassus," she wrote of

her decision.

oW

In New York;.Margaret met ‘and married a young
Bostonian, Lorin Deland, a business executive who was to-
immerse himse%f.in municipal reform and the workers' club
movement. After marriage, Margaret threw herself enthus-
iastically into a number of fund raising projects, from
dellverlng mllk to market gardenlng, €0 the horror of her
staid family who had hoped marriage would "settle" the glrl
In 1882, she had her flrst encounter w1thgprost1tutes,
"painted women tapping on the glass." Disturbed by the
plight of worklng glrls w1th 1lleg1t1mate chlldren, Margaret p

- determined to take unwed mothers into her home,‘and prov1de

them with economig securlty and companlonshlp durlng the .
dlfflculb perlod -of readJustment. nf you could old,
>

.of a glrl who has taken the flrst wron ép - a girl just

Y, you could have her come
L
reasoned "and let her get fond of

out - of the hospital W1th her

_here for a whlle"

1t...‘h1 She’ began wrltlng serlously in 1887 and’ pUbllshed a

‘controver81al novel, John Ward Preacher, a penetratlng

Se
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study ot a Calvinisd minister torn between his storn beld of |
in oternal damnation ffor the unvepetant. and the pentle,
‘ ' .
mercitul Christianity ot his wife. Snarled one Ch icago
¢
revicwer, "Every atheist should have the book on his book-
kY o .
shelf. Nor was papa pleased; dabbling into theological
. s AW . , . , e L3
matters, he prowled, was unladylike and unrefined. In
. ) Al . .

1890, her' first trip to Earope was marred by her discov-

Y
eries ot Yhe shocking poverty of the lowWer classes, and the

meekness and complacency with which it was accepted. She
was appalled by the utter degradation of those who sewed the
finery of Lho‘rich "half-naked subferranonn creatures sweat-
ing and stitching...sweating and stitching...elderly men..
with sweat on their bald heads and sunken Cheoks."ku "The
imprcsgion was lasting. When her husbang discovered simi-
lar conditions in the sweat shops of Boston, Mrs. Peland
. J S o
became involved in social welTare agencies, sponsoring
summer camps for working girls and supporting temporary-
employment schemes, An intimate friend{ogﬁgéston theologian
and bishop, Phillips Brooks, Mrs. Deland repudiated her
strict,Pfesbyterian'background and adOptéd a more humanistic

‘Christianity, .

There’wa%fmuch which Mrs. Deland found wrong in the
traditiengl stereotype of feminineAsples. Womanly women
were expected to be selfless, to saérifice personal gratif-
ication for the bené}it of others, yetlwif such “self-

‘ .
immolation, such repression of natural needs, she reasoned,
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possible, coven desivable? In her stories, women drivo£>by
a_compulsive neged to g:ivﬁ, frequently destroyed those whom
b5 ~ ‘
they loved. - "[Mothers] gave all thdir powers, moral,
intellectual, physical, to their households, and in so doing
practiced, sometimes, a curiously immoral unselfishness
which...turnod'well—menning husbands. into brutes and child-
ren into disagreeable’ tyrants." Their willingness to be
sacrificed, their need to "do their-dqtyﬁ, their passive,
at vimes righteous acceptance of degrading conditions brut-
alized and perverted famiiy relationships. " Moreover, the
womanly women had been encouraged to sacrifice themselves
for one minute unit Ofﬁhuman existence,; the social issues
of the world bey?hd kfkchen and nursery were irrelevent,

unimportant. "The new Ideal demands that she shall also do

her part to keep her street clean, or her city clean or

‘her world clean, bétause it is best for the great human

family, that she~mustralso love," Mrs, Deland noted, in an
article on Cornelia, mothar,of the Gracchi brothers. "When
we put such’impuISes beside Cornelia's narrow wish oply for
her. sons' success, how great the change seems to be! and

L7

how divine as well."

If self-sacrifice and domestic isolation were not
inherent qualities of femininity, neither were-moral inno-
cence or instinéti&e motherhood. Ladies had been carefully
shielded from the facts of life and cautioned b; dutiful -

mothers that passion was a brute instinct, implanted in man

ES
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by God for His (mystorious) purposes, but .:\l):<(~x1 L in the

more refined, Spirikun} nature of woman. Mrs. Deland said
little about the pleasure of sex; no doubt she shared the
opinibn of her contemporaries that it was an unpleasant
rmcle:mity, but she ‘I‘m‘cibly protested the ipgnorance preva-
lent amony; pirls of all classes. Mrs. Deland recalled one .
night when she had been urgently summoned to a tenement
house {? Bodton by a bewildered nnd_distraugﬁL mother; the
daughter, a girl of fourLeon, with short skirts and long
childish braids, was eight months pregnant. "I didn't

know" she wailed. "The shame was not tor the children,”
Mrs. Deland concluded wearily, "it was for the parents for
they 'knew' and had never shared their knowledge...Certainly,
we are not to wait to let children 'know' by inexorable

nh8

teaching of experience.

o {
If motherhood without mafriage had been a girl's
ultimate shame, mo{ﬁerhoodvWithin marriage was her gréatest
triumph. The womanliness of a wife was enhanced by each
new addition to the household, regardless of the ability of
the family to adequately provide for its welfére, This,
Mrs. Deland adamantly condemned. "...in our mother's and
grandmother's day, maternity, per se was believed to have
a moral significance{“and,the wife who brought little child-
ren into the world, irrespective'ofithe fact that perhaps

she could not provide for...their well-being, was lauded as

the ideal woman; instead of. being recognized...as a social

! v
~
' / . .



sinner - an irrésponsible materialist."

"That Woman 1s in the Market Place will probably be

admitted without discussion...she is there! And she is

going to stay there."so A recognition that changing con-~
ditions had necessitated a changing image of femininity

was 'at the basis of Mrs. Deland's acceptance of the new
woman. Wistful rememberances of "women in the home", apd

of placia, content mothers made. pleasant evening conversa-
tions, but ‘could provide no pragmatic alternate pﬁilosophy
for women who worked in the new order. Much of the revo-
lution in the status of women was good, and healthy, in that
it had broadened her world and her influence€. Yet there was
much which Mrs. Deland viewed as frightening and hostile to
the very fabric of societyf Her most sweeping indictment

of the woman's movement was elaborated in The Rising Tide;

hef‘heroine, a radical young feminist, defeated in‘per

rebellion against the laws of mnature.

“(Feminismf’s bigger than just - people," exalted
Freddie Payton. "Feminism is the most interesting thing
that hadqcome into Race Consciousness since the hﬁman race
began ta.stand on its hind legs." The daughter of an un-
happy but dutiful motﬁer ("I always did my dupy")-and a
dissipated father, she had little respect or patience for
traditionél womanly virtues., Discontentgd»with the enforced

idleness of  a "ladylike" existence, Ffeddie opened a small
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real-estate office; women who were content to be supported
by their husbands or their fathers, she charged angrily,

were "parasites", "kept" women. The cult of true womanhood,

-

N
"'Chivalry', and women working twelve hours a day in laund-

Q o
the code of chivalry, she repudiated contemptuously.

ries! 'Chivalry', and women cleaning spittoons in beer-
salons! 'Chivalry', and proétitution!" She viewed marriage
and motherhood with dim pleasure: "Marriage generally
hamp&%s a woman...marriage - as men have made it, entirely
for their own comfort and convenience, wifh its drudgery of
looking after children ~ is stunting tO‘wq?en." In her more -
flippant moods, she labelled maternity a prison, although
she conceded that she wanted to bear children "who would
push the world along to perfection." Embittered by the fate
of her brother, a mentally rétargfd boy, ("What right had -
she and 'old Andy Payton' to bring him intb the world?) .she
strenuouély,argued the cause of planned parenthood. Con-
vinced that women were the victims of a male-dominated
society, Freddie haa littlé‘symbathﬁ\for men. In her more
<, tolerant moods, she affirmed the equality of the sexes.,
dsually, however, she asserted phe superiority of women; at
her most ‘extreme, she dismissqd men as unimportant aside

from their biological function, "Men are'of‘nb‘use but to

. : 5
continue the race."

The solution to the woman question as Freddie saw
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it was economic independence and political rights. If
women could vote, they could reform the world, solve those
p{pblphs of poverty and misery created By the incompetence
and crdélty of men." One ‘of the things the women's vote is
going to do, besides giving the Floras of the world a chance
Lo be independent of meﬁ is to obliterate class lines."5
ﬁer own ultimate act of personal liberation was to propose
| marriage to Howard Maitland, a man whom she admired: a gest-~
ure which would demonstrate "that womeﬁ and men are equals
in the supreme business of loverhaking."53 ‘Rebpffed by an
amazed and shocked Hanrd,Aand‘bewildered by the collapse
Aof her varied hopes, Freddie made the anguished discovery
that the role of women was 1ndeed shaped by 1nexorable blol-
ogical laws. Her capltulatlon to her fate was culmlnated

\\\in her marriage to Arthur Weston, an outspoken critic of

rogressive feminism.)

Although sympathetic ﬁo‘the girl's grievances and
ideals, Mrs. Deland viewed the surrender of Freddle as
fitting, 1ndeed imperative for the welfare of society; in
her eyes, Freddie was a Sincere, but,dangerous idealist,

The feminist movement, she charged, was q§sed on a number‘
of erroneous assumptions about human' behavior and potential
The first and most obvious was an incredible naivete, an
innocent belief that the llberatlon of women would inaugur-
ate a golden age of peaé;, harmony and unlimited achievement,
. Freddie had promised striking laundry women that support

"~

L)
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for Smith, the‘"Woman's Candida£e" would solve the ills of -
the factory s&stem, although an observor ironically noted
that he was a ruthless political Poss and a major stock-
hglder in the company whose gXploitation the women were
‘p‘r‘otesting.SLP It was this simplification of complex and’
intricate questions which infuriated Mrs. Deland. "This
new woman does not know how to wait..;tﬁere seems to me a
certain arrogance in the bustling, femiﬁine Héste to make
over the worid."55 Mrs. Deland was firmly convinced there
was order in the universe, a divine péfpoée in the apparent
sordidness of human foolishness and sﬁf@ering; those who
sought to alleviate exploitMtion must first recognize the .
omnipotence of the creator and the liﬁitatioﬁs of human
action. "I suppose the plea for‘time‘is really a plea for
law, and that‘always.seems to ﬁé a statement of the faith
that &s in us." ‘

In her writings, Mrs. Deland had toyed with the
problem of human freedom and had concluded that individuals
were born into a Hierarghicaluéociety in which their liberty |
. and their potenﬁial wé?e~limited by race, heredity and sex.57
,Conv1nced of the inherent 1nfer10r1ty of the black race, she
v1gorously opposed the exten31on of suffrage rlghts to black
women ("To the vote of that fierce, silly amlable creature,}
“the uneducated‘Negro, the new woman would add the vote

of hlS 31111er baser female.") 58 Nor was she happy with

* the ‘political Equallty enjoyed by white American males:
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ignorant, uncouth immigrants, she asserted, had abused their
voting powe@ by electing rogues and crooks to office. and
had undermined the moral tone .of the Republic. Idealists
had erred in the past by extending suffrage indiscriminately
to the illiterate, the unscrupulous and the unaware.; women,
she warhed, must not repeat their mistake by demanding an
unqualified extension of political rights to all f?males,
regardless of education. Mrs. Deland scoffed at anti-suffra-
gettes who were reluctant to contaminate feminine innocence
with the grime of the political arena - women, she aéserted,
were as suited for politics as their male counterparts, but
she was appalled by the recklessness _of feminists who would
give the vote to the Irish scrub woman and the Negro cook.59
\
Her explicit repudiation of political individualism as artic-
ulated by the "Fpunding Fathers" is symptomatic of the dis-
illusionment felt by an upper class elite who blamed the
manipulation of ignorant foreigners by rapacious bosses and
entrepeneurs for the moral crisis in the nation.
"Civilization...a highly differentiated idea of
pro;erty, is like a pyramid standing on an apex that rests
on the permanence of marriage.‘ Anyone who tampers with the
~ stability of that base tampers with civilization." Not
only were individuals. hampered by the limitations of race
'ané class, but théy were born into a st}uctured society in
which the maintenance of ihspitutions necessitated their

subordination to the common interest of society: hence, her

T
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‘opposition to divorce, a‘legélistic maneover which she felﬂ
undermined the stability of human existence by exalting
individual happiness above social responsibility.él‘ For

the woman, her biological chemistry added a special re-
striction. Freddie had proudly asserted her belief in the
equality or "sameness" of the sexes when she had broposed
'marriage to Howard Maitland. But a woman had no such free-
dom, argued Mrs. Deland, for the traditional etiquette
surrounding coﬁrtship - the reluctant girl and thg persist-
ent suitor, were not polite conventions but manifestations

of basic physical differencés between the two sexes. "She
had come...against a biological fact, namely, that reluctance
 in the.woman makes for permanence in the man...For the child's
sake, éhe tries, by every sort of ﬂure, to hol an to perm-
anence...For the 'child' is the most important thing in th§
world.“’62 The new woman had decri%ﬁ the artificiality of /
relationships between men and womeﬁ, and had demanded a
greater freedom and honesty. Mrs. Deland insisted that
‘women were not at liberty to pursue such noble friendships,
for thgir‘role as seducer had been decreed by inexorable
biological laws. She was angered by what she termed the
"sef arrog§n¢e" of the new women who babbled about their
individuality and their independence. Whilé condoning many -
. aspeéts of modern femininity, Mrs. Deland assertéd that the

. essence of womanhood was maternity; the glrl who denled her

destiny was doomed to unhappiness and frustratlon.
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\

'Mrs. Deland's insistence on woman's sexual role was
not unusual; éveh new women expressed difficulty in recon-
ciling their personal freedom with their traditional femin-
ine functions. In the Progressive era, it was argued by
some that women were not instinctive mothers. Foted Kate

i'
' Barrington thoughtfully, "She was beginning towunderstand

that not all women were maternal...Good mothers Wwere quite

as rare as good fathers." (The Precipice) - hence the .

agitation for home economics in the schools, the popularity
of baby books, prenatal seminars and lectures on child care.
No longer was it universally accepted that moﬁherhood alone
was the ultimate expression of femininity. "Her children
were failing her not only as companions, but as a supreme

63

and vital reason for living." (Life and Gabriella). ~ Yet

many new women‘hesitated to echo the boast of Hagar that

"my work is my child...if maternity héppened, it would

be but added éliss." (_}_{ggga_;'_).élF Indeed, it was doubted

that a woman could attain happiness without the.experience
of pregnanéy and childhood. ‘"Why do you suppose Nature ‘
divided the‘race‘into~male and female?", 'a socialist Qrossly‘
questioned a youﬁg,unionist'leader who had been cautiously
’avoiding marriage?u "For more millions of yéars than we ca
count, Nature haghbeen at work making women, shaping their
bodies’ by mlnute steps, forming intricate organs within

them for a spec1f1c task...Do you think that all of a sudden,
)65

‘§r>

you can break tHe age old’hablt n (Comrade Yetta
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"The’host striking characteristic of thgfgay nine-
ties seems‘to have been its complacency - we tho;ght %éry,
well of ourselves."66 Happily married and comfortably sit;
uated, Mrs. Deland Had little personal seﬁse ogmﬁrustrapioﬁ
at her role in Ame;ican society. Indeed, she reflected the
¢confidence felt by many average American citizens who, al-
though disturbed by the social ills of an industrial society,
felt that their Mation was®the most progressive and prosper-
ous in the world. A fe}vent Christian, she had faith in the
ultimate purpose of humaﬁ existence. She s&mpéthized'with
feminists who abandoned the para51t1cal life of the lady for
a meantﬂgful career - had she not done the same? - but she'ﬂ
distrusted their questioning of woman's blologlcal roles and
disapproved 6f their impracticél idealism. ' Proud of the .
democratic freedom which her country représented; she re-
tained a sense of classtsupeTiofity shared by mény, well-~
meaning reformers. Indeed, she was much respected by her
-contemporaries as a novelist who had synthesized the best of.

-

traditional womanhood and the new feminism.

’

/ .
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CONCLUSION

"The Working man and the WoS\i;j:jsNew Woman, be:
\ - "
it remembered, meet us at every page’ rerature written

in the English language..."l Despite the concern about the
woman question in the Progfessive era, evidencéd‘in the
‘number of novels, essays and arti¢les on the topic, and in
the strident, at times hysterical overtones which the debate
assumed, subsequent historians have largely dismissed the
topic as unworthy of serious study. The suffragé movement
has béen the subject of considerable scholarship, yet it is
interesting to note that contemporaries viewed the agitation
of women for equal voting rights as but parP'of a much larger
cultural crisis, one which was concerned with fundagfntal
social issues - marriage, family, sexual roies. For many
new womén, suffrage was a symbol of liberation from an in-
ferior position within American society. "It is to benefit
all #Wbmen by removing ‘them from the class of the uncopsidered,
the superficial and the negligible," noted Kate Barrington

2
thoughtfully (The Precipice), but she, like many of her

sisters, did not consider suffrage as the only, indeed the'
most vital issue in the woman's movement. This attitude to

the vote, as expressed in popular liferature, raiges'several
interesting problems. Those who have studied the suffrage
issue note that the suffraééttes subordinated feminist gemangiﬁ

to one goal, the achievement of equai political rights. When:

~
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women were grﬁnted the vote after the war, Progressive fem-
inism collapsed because it had become a one issue movement.
While a plausible explanation for the disappearance of an
organized woman}s campaign, it does not account for the fate
of those who had never regarded suffrage as the ultimate

expression of feminine liberation.

:)_v_\

If Progressive feminism was more than a demand for
the franchise what were its basic complaints and requests?

' The new woman was rebelling against a traditian which had
defined femininity in terms of the lady. "The true woman,"
protested Professor C. S. Parrish, "may work with her hands
or with her brain, she may be attractive or unattractive
to the average man, she may be...the mistress of a home’dr
the forewoman in a machine shop, a doctor, a lawyer, a
dentist. She may love a good man dnd be his wife...or she
may...refuse both wifehood and motherhood." Concluded the
professor passionately, "She is nevef the mere minister to
a man's sensual pleasure...she is never, voluntarily, his
dependent or his plaything."3 For the new woman, the "lady"
was a definition of womanhood in biological terms; it had

.described a supposedly.inherené feminine personality and had
always been a subordinate to maﬁ, a delicate creature who
had arranged her hair, her face and her thoughts to please
those of her mate, an indiviéual who lacked the desire -

even the ability to survive on her own WLthout the ass;stance

v of a male. he new woman repudiated such a stereoty e. She-
P

\\_\, ' A
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refused to judge herself by male standards, and she boasted

that she was equal to man in her skfll, independence and

strength. "She had a mind as good as<gis...She had a virtue

and a character that had no part with the business of sex.
hl

There was no competence a man had that this woman did not
n

have. OShe was...versatile, ﬁhoughtful, fearless and free..."

4

(Angela's Business).

It #s5 true that the new woman's demands were moder-
ate in practiée. She attacked conventional marriage, but
acéepted a ‘pérmanent relationship as a basic and necessary
in;titut;on. She proclaimed her desire for economic inde- .
pendence and freedom of career, but rarely\demanded'eQual |
pay and opportunity. She was £eluctant to mother broods of
sickly children, but continued to regard maternity as a
beautiful and necessary expreséion of her femininity. She
asked for the traditiqnal American rights of freedom and
individualism, but she utilized her liberty within the sober
confines of social responsibility. She problaimed her 1lib-
eration from the traditional patterns of feminine behavior,
but she was confused at the complications caused by marriage
and children. Yet the new woman expressed perceptive in-

" sights into the feminine condition which scholars havé argued
were to bé found only within radical and bohemian circles.5

Repudiating the lady as a sex object, she attacked the double

standard and envisioned a new definition of sexual roies
' .

>
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\
(after all, a new woman necessitated a new man). She
rejected a singular role for women, defénding planned
parenthood and praising working mothers. Moréover, the
implications of the new feminism were clearly recognized; .
if éxaggeraged, by social conservatives. The many "marriage"
and "divorce" novels published du;ing the Progressive era

zlearly indicate an awareness of changing attitudes on the

part of the American public to traditional institutions.

The woman's movement was both a product and a re-
flection of the Prugressive obsession with the social prob-
lems of the day. The Progressive dilemma has been defined
as the inability of traditiongi Américan values, derived

“from an agrarian lifestyle, to cope with the problems
created by an industrial, urban‘society.6 " We live in
strange days, in times of bewildering change," complained

one old lady in Susan Glaspell's novel, (The Visioning).

Her *complaint was a constant theme in popular Progressive
_literature. Novelists lameﬁted ﬁhe disappearance of the
rurai America of their childhood, or'lauded the new oppor-
tunities in the city, according to their principles and
temperament. Iﬁ the debate, the feminine image became an
ideal embodiment of two ways of life. The womanly woman
was the symbol of a stéble}and ordered existence which had i
been centered about personal relationships and family ties;

8he was remembered as gentle, unselfish, passive and innocent :

- qualities which had become irrelevent in the impersonal
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atmosphére of the city and in the bompetitive spirit of the
cconomic order. The ﬁéw woman was a creature of the indust-
rial order and her escape from the feminine role praised

by éympathizers as a liberation from the vacuity of rural?
America. To the'disapproving critic, the gew woman was

the final victory of the forces of egoitism and individ-
ualism which wére so0 responsible for the abuses of the
capitalistic system.8 For her sympaﬁhizer, she was the
symbol of a moral regeneration in America, a woman whb would

use to her advantage the opportunities of the economic order

-

£

while eliminating its abuses.

The new woman did‘not ask for sexual license, as
her critics-accﬁsed; she did n?t ever request liberty as
an end in itself, but she did petition for freedom in order
to be better able to serve. The new woman, 'in sympath¢tic
bopular iiterature, was a middle class lady who had rébud—
iated her security and her sociél status hQecause sh; felt
guilty at her uselessneSs in the moral life of the nation
and shamed by her isoiation‘from the larger issues of thé‘
day. True, new.opportunities in education dand in the pro-
fessioné created the preéonditions of womah's insurrection
in prqviding the skills and the independence necessary for
an active involvement‘in society. But it was the question-
ing of traditional American values and the sense of moral

urgency which produced the woman's movement. It was natural

‘that well educated women, moved by a feeiing of helplessness,

.
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should examine the rationale of their sheltered condition.
The‘questioning of their role as ladies was only one\step
from their examination of the paﬁriarchal family structure
bgséd on the fuperiority of the male sex. Viewed in this
sense, the new woman was not merely a feminist, but a fem-
inist with a firm belief in the values of social responsi-
bility and Nigher ethical guides - beliefs which imbrued the

woman's movement with curious moralistic overtones.9

A new image of womanhood became popular in’fhe Pro-
grégsive era. The Progressive woman was strong, self-
réliant, determined, even in conservative litérature. Al-
though the debate:.over the function of women in society
remained unresolved and the pPrimacy of.the maternal role
gggérélly accepted, the definition of a feminine personality
and of feminine traits was eroded. In the sentimentéi lit-
erature of Victorian America, it had been assumed that a
woman was timid, pious, emotional aﬁd deliéate; her consti-
tution, it was argued, rendered her unfit for intellectual
ppréuits or\arduous professions. Most Progressive novelists
recognized women as the intellectual, emptional spiritual
equals of men; the‘long suffering Victorian lady was dead.
This redefipition of femininity, however awkwardly articu- °
1ated and;gmpgrfectly realized, was indicative of a changing
attitude toWa}d the proper role of American women in society.
Yet, the resfstancé to a complete acceptance of the new
woman by the;reading public was proof of their reluctance |

. *
- N
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to-abandon traditional feminine values, a resistance so
' : ' .. . !
deep rooted that much of contemporary feminism is but a

re-echoing of age-old complaints. ‘ R

N
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NOTES

Ouida (pseud.), "The New Woman," North American REVieW.‘ll
)

(1894), 610. A I
5 .
Elia/Peattie, The Precipice (Boston Houghton Mifflin,

1913)} p-.- 89.

DU | |
Cé S. Parrish, "The Womanly Woman," Independent, 53 (1901),
776. ! !

N
Henry Harrison, Angela's Bu51ness (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1916), p. 345. -
In popular literature, women had repeatedly complalned about
their sense of powerlessness caused by their lack of freedom,
"That's the worst of being a woman," Honora Liffingwell cried
plalntlvely, "we have to sit and wait until something happens
to us...It'"s dreadful ta feel that one has the power and not
to be able to use it." (A Modern Chronicle, p. 23). The
plea of the new woman was for the liberty necessary to devel-
‘op her own personality, and for a recognition of her worth
apart from her sexuality.. "I am fighting to be myself. I
am fighting for that same right for the other women." (Hagar,

P 1711

5 ' -
June Sochen, The New Woman (New York: Quadangleé, 1972).

6 )
David Noble, The Progresslve Mlnd (New York Doubleday,
1967) ’ po o, ' X '

id

7

Susan Glaspell, The Vlslonlng (New York: Frederlcﬁ>§tokes,
1911), p. 416, . . .

8 .

. In nlneteenth century America, individualism became equated .
- Wwith the capitalistic ethic., The myth of Yupward mobility",
the popularity of the "rags to riches" tradition served to
vindicate the frenzied scramble for wealth and success in
the economic order as a manifestation of the American belief
in the ability of the individual to ‘triumph amjd unfavorable
conditiong. In the Progressive era, social -eritics, appalled
by the anarchy and brutality of the capitalistic system, -re-
pudigted its 1ndiv1duallsm and re-iterated the importance of -,
social responsibility. - Thelr 1ndlctment frequently extended
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beyond & condednationfof economic individualism. Disillu-
sioned by the manipulation of government by unscrupulous
.finanqi&l interests, many questioned the wisdom of tradi-
tional political priveleges. (1f populists had demdnded
more democracy as a remedy for bad government, others, like
Margaret Deland,:urged a restriction of the suffrage, thus
negating the traditional acceptance of political equality.)
Indeed, it is interesting to note the amount of "conserva-
tism" evident in popular literature: many who became involved
in social reform movements were immune to the "progressive"
ideas which supposedly characterized the€ era. It may be
concluded that large numbers of the American reading public
shared Margaret, Deland's belief in a universal order; an
omnipotent God, racial superiority, class distinctons, sex-
ual roles and family traits even while proclaiming their
freedom as citizens of a democratic soclety founded on the
principle of the equality of man.

The céncern expressed over the moral laxity of the upper
classes, and the frequent descriptions of ‘the'nation's
youth as selfish, fickle and flighty, indicate that.a min-
ority had already rejected the ethical principles of the
"American Way." The image of feminine freedom latgr
embodied in the "flapper" of the Jazz Age is a theme, al-
though a very minor one, in prewar fiction. For the most
part, however, new women were somewhat sober creatures who

demanded a recognition of their humanity, so that they might".

play a useful role in society.
<
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