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Mary E. Wilkins Freeman
1852-1930
Why is she important?

· She was a local colorist who chronicled late nineteenth century New England;

· She was also an early feminist in both her work and her life; presently she is a subject for gay studies in literature.

How does she fit with the time?

· She’s considered a local colorist, whose intention was to preserve in the literature “the disappearing ways of New England character”;
· Like Whitman, she mixes romanticism with realism;
· Like Twain, she uses her own life and observations as well as her geographic environment as inspiration for her works.
· She published in women’s magazines, like Harper’s, which were becoming influential and popular, the first effort to target women as a consumer group, 
· Her work was influenced partially by the editorial focus on gentility and the proper position of women in the late nineteenth century; 
· consequently, the rebellion in many of her stories is softened by apparent female submissiveness at the end.
How does she differ from her contemporaries?

· She focuses on character more than locale, and her realistic, often unsympathetic perspective anticipates James’ psychological realism;
· She treats women and the world of women as a serious topic for literature.
What are the literary characteristics that define her work?

· Like Twain, she employs dialect to define her characters and places;
· Themes:
· Focuses on the plight of women whose lives are bounded by poverty and the social constraints imposed on them by strict religious beliefs and their position as women;
· Often portrays characters who create obstacles to their own happiness by strict adherence to Calvinist morality;

· Also writes of seemingly meek women who gain and maintain control over their domestic situations . 

· Illustrates the difficulties of spinsterhood and the oppressive dynamics that controlled nineteenth century marriage;

· Her stories often focus on the moment in a woman’s life when she must negotiate between her personal values and the demands made on her by the real world
Discussion Questions
1. Comprehension: In "A New England Nun," what kinds of pets does Louisa have? How do their lives symbolically suggest the limits of Louisa's own existence?

2. Context: In both "A New England Nun" Freeman narrates a woman's assertion of control over her own domestic situation. What strategy does Louisa employ to gain her ends? How empowering is her "revolt"? Should it be characterized as a revolt? Does Louisa experience anything like an "awakening"?

3. Exploration: Freeman was fascinated by the legacy of Puritanism in New England, explaining that her characters were "the descendants of the Massachusetts Bay Colonists, in whom can still be seen traces of will and conscience, so strong as to be almost exaggerations and deformities, which characterized their ancestors." How do the scruples and morals that motivate Freeman's characters' actions resonate with Puritan values?
4. Recently scholars of lesbian studies have become interested in Freeman’s work, due to her long relationship with a female roommate, her late and unsuccessful marriage, and her depictions of women who choose solitude or companionship with other women over relationships with men.  While close female friendships had been socially acceptable in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, by the time Freeman wrote, exclusive female relationships were undergoing redefinition and close attachments between women were beginning to be portrayed as “unhealthy.”  Consider Freeman’s portrayal of marriage and heterosexual romance in light of these issues.  How does Freeman critique the power structure of heterosexual relationships?  How radical is her position?  What kinds of alternatives, if any, does she envision for characters involved in unsatisfying heterosexual unions?
Calvinism: a religious doctrine which emphasizes that man is incapable by himself of attaining salvation.

The Five Points of Calvinism (often remembered through the acronym T U L I P) 

1. Total depravity. Man is naturally unable to exercise free will, since through Adam's fall he has suffered hereditary corruption. Evil was a palpable presence in the Puritans' world, and it was often symbolized by the struggle between light and darkness. In this system, it was impossible to find disillusioned Puritans, for they believed that there was no horror that man could not commit. 

2. Unconditional election. Election manifests itself through God's wisdom to elect those to be saved, despite their inability to perform saving works. Only a chosen few are so elected, and simply being a church member did not necessarily signify election. 

3. Limited atonement. Man's hereditary corruption is partially atoned for by Christ, and this atonement is provided to the elect through the Holy Spirit. This limited atonement gives them the power to attempt to obey God's will as revealed through the Bible. 

4. Irresistible and prevenient grace (definition—divine grace extended to all mankind prior to and without reference to anything they may have done), made only to the elect. Grace was a "motion of the heart" that was God's gift to the elect-unconditional, irresistible, and inexorable. It came to each directly and could not be taken away. It promised "ecstatic intimacy with the divine" or "soul liberty." When Winthrop talks about liberty, this is the sort that he counts on his audience recalling. 

5. Perseverance of saints. Those who are predetermined as elect inevitably persevere in the path of holiness.
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