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“Damn scribbling women,” Nathaniel
Hawthorne called the successful Ameri-
can women writers who outsold the
author of The Scarlet Letter.

But the so-called scribblers were not to
be denied. The canon of American
literature boasts a panoply of prolific and
complex women novelists whose
titles remain in print and deservedly

command prominent
places in the

college curriculum of the 1980s.
They include Mary Wilkins Freeman
(A New England Nun), Sarah Orne
Jewett (The Country of the Pointed
Firs), Kate Chopin (The Awakening),
Charlotte Perkins Gilman (Herland,
“The Yellow Wallpaper”), Willa
Cather (My Antonia, Oh Pioneers!),
Ellen Glascow (The Sheltered Life,
Barren Ground), Edith Wharton (The
House of Mirth, The Age of Inno-
cence), and Gertrude Stein (Tender
Buttons, The Making of Americans). These
writers are the foremothers, so to speak,
of such later twentieth-century writers as
Eudora Welty, Carson McCullers,
Dorothy Parker, Erica Jong, Toni Morri-
son, to name but a few.

And if we take it for granted that

women writers can flourish today, our
assumptions are based on the successful
efforts of that later 19th, earlier 20th
century group of pioneering women
novelists. How did they establish this
foundation? How did they move in status
from scribblers to inscribers of American
culture and the place(s) of women in it?—
largely through the turn-of-the-century
feminist liberating movement that
engendered the figure known as the New
Woman. As the newspaper pundit, Peter
Finlay Dunne, remarked in a sketch
under his byline, Mr. Dooley, in
1898, the ordinary housewife has
declared herself a “New
Woman,” proclaiming
her right to vote, to
reject domestic drudg-
ery, to dress as she
pleases, to ride a bicycle,
and to refuse enslaving
marriage.

The New Woman

The new woman,
Dunne recognized, was a powerful social-
literary figure, embodying new values
and posing a critical challenge to the
existing order. Essentially, the New
Woman flouted middle-class convention
and challenged the foundations of a patri-
archal society. She was independent,
outspoken, iconoclastic, propounding the
right to sexual freedom, to careers outside
the home, to maternity by choice rather
than by obligation. She would come to
public consciousness in the figure of the
1920s Jazz-Age Flapper, her bobbed hair
and boyish figure proclaiming personal
freedom that was foreclosed to her
grandmother corseted in rustling dark
silks.

And it is fair to say that from the
1880s the New Woman changed the
canon of American literature,

invigorating it with new fictional design
in character, form, and social and psycho-
logical concerns. In A Country Doclor,
Sarah Jewett’s young woman protagonist
wishes “she had been trained as boys are,
to the work of their lives!,” then feels like
“a reformer, a radical, and even like a
political agitator” as she decides to forego
housekeeping and enter a profession.
Rhetorically she asks, “Would you have
me bury the talent God has given me?”
Jewett was not alone. Ellen Glasgow
wrote sarcastically of the Southern
women bred for genteel idleness even in
the era of the postbellum industrial South.
How humiliating, she says wryly, for a
mother “to train her daughter in any
profitable occupation which might have
lifted her out of the class of unskilled
labor by which indigent gentlewomen by
right belonged.” Through their own
commitment to professional writing,
figures like Glasgow, Jewett, and
others were able to understand, and
to foster, the idea of self-fulfilling
work outside the sphere of domestic-

ity.

How did they move in status from
scribblers to inscribers of
American culture?

These New Women writers walked a
narrow line between frankness and
ostracism, as we well know from the
vilification of Kate Chopin following the
publication of The Awakening, which was
attacked as “sex fiction,” for which her St.
Louis friends shunned her, In fact, most
of these New Women writers established
their favorable literary reputations
initially as regionalists, meaning that their
novels and stories faithfully recorded the
speech and social patterns of particular
geographical areas of the United States.
Covertly, however, they were exploring
the territory of women’s lives, their
essential agenda to map the geogra-
phy of their gender. For these New
Women writers argued that “the
inner life which questions,” as
Chopin put it, must be given full rein.

Professor Tichi is currently
teaching classes in American Litera-
ture and the Modern American Novel.
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