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REIMAGINING FEMALE AGENCY ON THE AMERICAN FRONTIER:
A COMPARATIVE READING OF THOMAS EIDSON’S ALL GOD’S CHILDREN
AND WILLA CATHER’S MY ANTONIA

The article offers a comparative analysis of female representation in Thomas Eidsons All God's Children (1997)
and Willa Cather’s My Antonia (1918), focusing on the ways in which women negotiate gender expectations, social
constraints, ethnic and cultural difference, family responsibility, and the demands of frontier life. Although the novels
were written in different historical periods, both construct the American frontier as a space in which conventional gender
roles are simultaneously reinforced and challenged. Eidson'’s All God's Children presents Pearl Eddy, a blind Quaker
widow who struggles to preserve her farm, raise her four sons, and remain faithful to her principles of nonviolence in
a hostile social environment. Her moral authority and practical resourcefulness challenge conventional assumptions
concerning female weakness and dependence. The novel also introduces Eiko, whose strength and pragmatism provide
another perspective on female resilience and cultural displacement.

Cather s My Antonia, meanwhile, foregrounds women whose identities are shaped by immigration, agricultural labour,
motherhood, economic necessity, and the pursuit of dignity and independence. Antonia’s physical strength, productive
labour, and capacity to create a stable family life complicate conventional definitions of femininity. Other female
characters, including Lena Lingard and Tiny Soderball, further expand the spectrum of possible female destinies on the
American frontier. Scholarship has particularly emphasized Cather s treatment of gender roles, female self-definition,
immigration, and the relationship between women and place.

Using feminist literary criticism, gender studies, and a comparative-historical approach, the article argues that
both authors portray women not merely as victims of patriarchal structures but as active agents who negotiate, resist,
and sometimes transform those structures. At the same time, the texts reveal the limitations imposed by gender, race,
ethnicity, religion, and class. The comparison demonstrates that frontier literature can function as a significant space for
reconsidering female identity, resilience, labour, morality, and belonging in American culture.

Key words: female, women s representation, gender roles, feminism, resilience, immigration, identity, Thomas Eidson,
Willa Cather, All God’s Children, My Antonia
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HNEPEOCMUCJEHHSA KIHOYOI CYB’EKTHOCTI HA AMEPUKAHCBKOMY
®POHTUPI: MOPIBHSJILHE IPOYUTAHHSA TBOPY TOMACA EMJJCOHA
«YCI BOXI IITN» TA POMAHY BLJUIX KE3EP «MOSA AHTOHISA»

Y emammi 30iicneno nopiensinonuil ananis penpesenmayii scinouux oopaszie y pomanax Tomaca Eudcona All God's
Children (1997) ma Binu Kemep My Antonia (1918). Ocnogny yeazy 30cepedaiceno na npotinemax ycinouoi cy6 ‘ekmuocmi,
2€HOEPHUX poilell, COYIANbHOI Ma MOPALbHOI He3ANeHCHOCHI, Npayi, MamepuHcmed, emHiuHol iI0eHmUuyYHOCmi, OUCKPUMI-
Hayii ma 8UANCUBAHHA 8 YMOBAX AMEPUKAHCLKO20 pponmupy. Obudea meopu, cmeopeti 8 pisHi iCIMopUKo-KyIbmypHi nepi-
00U, penpe3eHmyioms (hpoumup He auuie sIK 2eo2pagiunuil npocmip, a i sk cepedoguwye, y SKOMY Mpaouyitini ysaeienHs
NPO HCIHOUHICb MOJICYMb BIOMEOPIOSAMUCS, NEPEOCMUCTIOBAMUCS Md MPAHCHOPMYBAMUCSL.

Y pomani Tomaca Euidcona yenmpanvruum sxcinouum oopasom € Ilepn EO0i — cina 6006a-kéaxepka, ska camocmituHo
BUXOBYE HOMUPLOX CUHIB, BeOe 20CNOOAPCME0 MA HAMA2AEMbCs 30epecmu poounny gepmy. [lonpu Qizuuni, ekonomiuni i
coyianbHi 0OMedHCeH s, B0HA OEMOHCMPYE MOPALbHY CIIUKICIb, NPAKMUYHY KOMAEMEeHMHICMb | 30amHICb CaMOCMIUHO
nputimamu npunyunosi piwenns. Ii 06pas pyiinye cmepeomunne yaenenns npo JiCiHKY AK NACUGHY Ma 3aNedCHY (izypy.
Baowcnusum ona ananizy € maxoxc obpas Eiiko, npedcmasHuyi anoHCbKoi poOUuHU, yepes KUl asmop nopyuLye NUMaHHs
EeMHIYHOT OUCKPUMIHAYLT, KYIbMYPHOL [0eHMUYHOCME Ma HCIHOYO! UMPUBATIOCIIL.

Y pomani Binnu Kemep 06paz Anmonii [Llumepou penpezenmye inuty mooeins scinouoi camopeanizayii. Ilpays, gizuu-
Ha 8UMPUBANICIMb, MAMEPUHCIBO, 36 A30K i3 3eMel0 ma 30amHicims NPOMUCMOAMU COYIANbHUM MPYOHOWaMm opmy-
oms it Ak akmugHy cyd 'ekmky enacrozo sxcumms. Ilopso 3 Aumonieto oopasu Jlenu Jlineapo i Tini Codepbon poswupio-
1OMb CREKMP MOJICIUBUX JICTHOUUX dcummesux cmpamezi. JJocriodncenns meopuocmi Kemep saceiouyioms easxcnusicme
npobdiem eeHOepHUX polell, camo8usHadenHs, immiepayii ma scinouoi cyo’ekmmnocmi 6 My Antonia.

Teopemuunoo 0CHOB0I0 OOCHIONCEHHS € QeMIHICMUYHA TIMepamypHa KpUmuxd, 2eHoepui cmyoil, eminicmuuna
Hapamono2isi ma nOpisHsIbHO-ICMopuyHull nioxio. /Joeedero, uo 0o6uosa asmopu penpe3eHmyronms JHCIHOK He Tue 5K
Jlcepme nampiapxaieHux Cmpykmyp, a K aKmueHUX YYacHUyb (QOPMYSAHHS POOUHU, SPOMAOU MA KYIbIMYPHO20 NPO-
cmopy. Boonouac meopu oemoncmpyrome obmedicenHs HiHOUOI c860000U, 3yMOBNEHI 2eHOEPOM, KIACOM, emHIYHICTmIO,
Ppeniciero ma coyianbHUMU HOPMamu.

Knrouosi cnosa: sxcinoui 06pasu, scinoua cyd €Kmuicmo, AMEPUKAHCOKA AIMepamypa, HCIHOUA npays, i0eHmu4HICb,
Tomac Euocon; Binna Kemep, « BCI 60oici dimuy, «Mosi Anmonisy

Problem Statement. The representation of
women in American frontier literature has tradition-
ally been associated with domesticity, motherhood,
sacrifice, and dependence on male authority. How-
ever, many literary texts complicate these stereotypes
by presenting women as economically productive,
morally authoritative, physically resilient, and capa-
ble of making independent decisions. This tension is
particularly significant in Thomas Eidson’s A/l God's

Children and Willa Cather’s My Antonia, two novels
that depict women living within demanding frontier
environments.

The central problem addressed in this study is the
insufficient comparative examination of how female
agency is constructed in these two novels. While
Cather’s female characters, particularly Antonia, have
received considerable critical attention in discussions
of gender, immigration, the frontier, and national
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identity, Eidson’s female characters have received
comparatively less scholarly attention. Cather schol-
arship has demonstrated that My Antonia challenges
conventional models of female destiny and presents
women as important contributors to the social and
cultural formation of the American frontier.

Analysis of Recent Research and Publications.

The famous linguists suggest a strong and poten-
tially original research direction, especially because
My Antonia has a substantial critical tradition, while
Eidson’s novel has received comparatively little sus-
tained academic attention. A particularly relevant
study is Lauren Marler’s 2024 thesis, Subverting Gen-
dered Destiny: Willa Cather s Revision of the Bildung-
sroman in the Great Plains Trilogy. Marler argues that
Cather revises the traditionally male Bildungsroman
by challenging conventional definitions of female
success. Instead of making marriage or social assimi-
lation the endpoint of female development, Cather
gives Antonia a comparatively affirmative future.
This is highly relevant to an argument about agency
because Antonia’s achievement is measured not pri-
marily through marriage but through self-determina-
tion, labor, motherhood, and her relationship with the
land (Marler, 2024). Hanan Abbas Hussein examines
Antonia’s transition from a gentle young girl into a
physically resilient and independent individual, a
shift necessary for her family’s survival, which ulti-
mately redefines her identity (Hussein, 2019).

Similarly, articles by Abbas and colleagues exam-
ines Cather’s representation of the “traditional Ameri-
can woman” in My Antonia through genetic structur-
alism. The study situates the novel within the social
conditions of the Nebraska frontier and emphasizes
the tension between traditional gender expectations
and women’s survival strategies (Abbas, 2022, 2023).

Most recently, Lin Yang and Yuwei Liu’s 2026
article, Willa Cather Revisited: Aesthetic Resistance
in My Antonia, places Antonia within a broader argu-
ment about immigration, cultural resilience, and resis-
tance to homogenizing modernity. Their interpretation
is particularly useful for your project because it con-
ceptualizes Antonia’s resilience as a form of agency
rather than merely endurance. The article argues that
Cather uses Antonia’s immigrant identity and attach-
ment to the Nebraska landscape to construct an alter-
native response to modernity (Lin, 2026).

Aim of the Article. The aim of the article is to
examine and compare the representation of female
figures in Thomas Eidson’s All God’s Children and
Willa Cather’s My Antonia, with particular attention
to female agency, gender roles, resilience, labour,
family responsibility, ethnic identity, moral auton-
omy, and social belonging.

ISSN 2308-4855 (Print), ISSN 2308-4863 (Online)
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The study seeks to demonstrate how both authors
complicate conventional representations of women
in American frontier literature and construct female
characters who negotiate or challenge patriarchal
expectations. It also aims to identify similarities and
differences in the ways Eidson and Cather represent
women’s relationships with family, community, land,
work, religion, and cultural identity.

Outline of the main material. Thomas Eidson’s
All God's Children (1997) presents female characters
negotiating complex social, moral, and racial boundar-
ies in late 19th-century Midwestern America. Central
to the narrative is Pearl Eddy, a blind Quaker widow,
whose moral integrity and resilience are continuously
challenged by societal oppression, racial prejudice,
and community hostility. This chapter examines Pearl
as a boundary-crossing heroine, analyzes her strate-
gies for survival and agency, and situates her experi-
ences in comparative perspective with Antonia Shi-
merda in Willa Cather’s My Antonia (1918).

Social and Racial Boundaries

Eidson portrays a community deeply structured by
racial and social hierarchies. Pearl’s protection of a
Black fugitive and a displaced Japanese family situ-
ates her in direct opposition to the dominant social
order:

“Racism is rife and the township wants them out,
even if that means ostracising Pearl and her children
too” (Eidson, 1997 : 132).

Through Pearl, Eidson examines how social exclu-
sion intersects with gender. While Antonia’s chal-
lenges in My Antonia arise primarily from immigrant
status and economic hardship Pearl faces additional
constraints from systemic racism (Mignon, 1994).
Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality is applicable
here: Pearl’s female identity cannot be separated from
the racialized social dynamics she confronts (Cren-
shaw, 1989)

The novel also emphasizes the legal and extralegal
enforcement of racial boundaries. The threat of lynch-
ing, social ostracism, and discriminatory economic
practices exemplifies the multiple layers of restriction
that Pearl must navigate. These external boundaries
compel her to act decisively and ethically, often at
significant personal risk.

Moral Agency and Ethical Responsibility

Pearl’s agency is inseparable from her ethical
commitments. Her Quaker faith informs her actions,
positioning her moral compass as a primary tool for
navigating social constraints: “Her Quaker faith
makes her an alien in a community where the  nar-
rowminded rule” (Eidson, 1997 : 152).

Motherhood extends this ethical responsibility.
Pearl’s care for her own children is intertwined with
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her protection of vulnerable others. She demonstrates
an understanding of moral courage as relational and
communal, asserting influence not only within her
family but across social networks. As Harris notes,
Pearl’s morality is active and performative, requiring
both courage and strategic negotiation of communal
norms” (Harris, 1990).

In comparison, Antonia enacts agency within cul-
tural and economic spheres. Her labor and maternal
efforts sustain both her family and Bohemian tradi-
tions. While Antonia’s challenges are shaped by
cultural survival and gendered labor, Pearl’s actions
are intertwined with the ethical navigation of racial
injustice. Both heroines exemplify the concept of
active female agency, though in divergent social
frameworks.

Psychological Resilience and Inner Voice

Pearl’s resilience is both moral and psychological.
She navigates fear, vulnerability, and social pressure
while making principled choices: “Every day brought
new threats, but I cannot leave them in danger —
1 must act, even if it costs me everything” (Eidson,
1997 : 145).

This inner dialogue reflects strategic thinking,
balancing risk and protection, echoing Antonia’s
optimism and endurance: “I know it will be hard, but
I can manage. We will survive, and the children will
grow strong” (Cather, 1918, p. 87).

Both heroines demonstrate how internal voice and
psychological strategies facilitate boundary-crossing.
Pearl internalizes moral imperatives to confront soci-
etal oppression, while Antonia employs hope and
practical reasoning to navigate immigrant and frontier
constraints. These internal processes reflect existen-
tial engagement with ethical and social limitations.

Gender Performativity and Social Roles

Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity
provides a framework for understanding both Pearl
and Antonia. Pearl’s repeated acts of caregiving, pro-
tection, and moral intervention constitute socially
legible performances that simultaneously conform to
and subvert normative femininity. Her ethical courage
challenges the narrow expectations of women in her
community (Butler, 1999).

Similarly, Antonia’s labor and domestic activities
enact traditional gender roles but expand their signifi-
cance. Her labor in the fields and household consti-
tutes a form of social and economic resistance: “/ can
work like men now ... I help make this land one good
farm” (Cather, 1918 : 46).

Both heroines exemplify the performative nego-
tiation of gender: through repeated actions, they
redefine social expectations while asserting personal
autonomy.

MogoszHaBscTBO. AiTEpaTypO3HABCTBO
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Liminality and Boundary-Crossing

Victor Turner’s concept of liminality clarifies how
both characters occupy transitional spaces. Pearl exists
“betwixt and between” acceptance and exclusion,
negotiating thresholds of racial, social, and gendered
boundaries. Antonia inhabits liminal spaces between
childhood and adulthood, dependence and autonomy,
and old-world and American cultural frameworks.
These liminal positions allow both heroines to exer-
cise agency, reinterpret social norms, and engage in
transformative practices (Turner, 1969). “She seemed
to belong to the land itself, its strength and endurance
reflected in her own body” (Cather, 1918 : 112).

The prairie and township settings function as
symbolic spaces mediating boundary-crossing. In A/l
God's Children, Kansas represents both danger and
moral opportunity; in My Antonia, the Nebraska land-
scape challenges and sustains Antonia, providing a
liminal arena in which identity is actively constructed

Comparative Analysis

Pearl and Antonia share thematic concerns,
including resilience, ethical agency, and negotiation
of structural limitations. Their differences illuminate
the effects of social context on female experience:

— Nature of Barriers: Pearl faces explicit racial
oppression and community hostility; Antonia con-
fronts economic, cultural, and gendered barriers in an
immigrant context.

— Source of Agency: Pearl’s agency is morally
and ethically defined, often in direct conflict with
social norms; Antonia’s agency emerges from labor,
cultural perseverance, and familial responsibility.

— Narrative Perspective: Eidson provides direct
access to Pearl’s consciousness, enhancing reader
understanding of her moral and psychological delib-
eration; Cather mediates Antonia’s inner life through
Jim Burden’s narration.

— Liminality: Both navigate transitional social
spaces, though Pearl’s liminality is defined by racial-
ized moral boundaries, whereas Antonia’s is cultural
and generational.

Both texts depict women as active agents who
negotiate social, moral, and existential limits. By ana-
lyzing these heroines comparatively, scholars gain
insight into how literature represents female agency
across diverse historical, cultural, and social contexts.

In All God’s Children, Pearl Eddy exemplifies a
morally courageous, boundary-crossing female figure,
negotiating racial, social, and gendered constraints
while maintaining psychological resilience and ethi-
cal integrity. Comparative analysis with Antonia Shi-
merda demonstrates both convergent and divergent
forms of female agency: while Antonia navigates cul-
tural, economic, and gendered barriers, Pearl’s chal-
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lenges are intensified by racial injustice. Both heroines
illustrate how women in literature actively construct
identity, exert moral and social influence, and negoti-
ate liminal spaces to achieve self-determination.

In All God’s Children, Pearl integrates mother-
hood, ethical responsibility, and resilience to navi-
gate racial, social, and gendered boundaries, while
Antonia negotiates economic, cultural, and gendered
constraints, illustrating distinct yet comparable path-
ways of female agency in American frontier and Mid-
western narratives.

Conclusion. The comparative analysis of Thomas
Eidson’s All Gods Children and Willa Cather’s
My Antonia demonstrates that female figures occupy
a central position in the construction of the Ameri-
can frontier experience. Although the novels differ
considerably in historical context, narrative tech-
nique, and literary style, both authors challenge the
assumption that frontier women should be under-
stood primarily through domesticity, dependence,
and submission.

Pearl Eddy represents one of Eidson’s most sig-
nificant models of female agency. As a blind Quaker
widow, mother, farmer, and moral decision-maker,
she occupies a socially vulnerable position while nev-
ertheless exercising considerable authority over her
household and ethical choices. Her commitment to
nonviolence and her willingness to shelter marginal-
ized people demonstrate that feminine strength in the
novel is not dependent upon physical power. Instead,
it is expressed through moral courage, practical intel-
ligence, compassion, and perseverance. Eidson simi-
larly expands the novel’s representation of female

...............................................................................

resilience by introducing questions of ethnicity, dis-
placement, and cultural prejudice.

Cather’s Antonia likewise challenges conven-
tional definitions of femininity. Her physical labour,
determination, motherhood, and relationship with
the land transform her from an immigrant girl into an
independent and productive woman. The novel also
complicates the traditional marriage-centered model
of female fulfillment by presenting several possible
paths of female self-realization. Recent scholarship
similarly argues that Cather revises conventional
female Bildungsroman patterns and offers Antonia a
hopeful destiny rather than the tragic conclusion tra-
ditionally associated with female protagonists.

At the same time, both novels reveal the limitations
placed upon women by patriarchal social structures.
Female agency does not mean complete freedom.
Women remain affected by economic dependence,
social judgment, ethnic prejudice, family obligations,
and culturally prescribed gender roles. This tension
between constraint and agency is one of the principal
similarities between the two works.

Ultimately, Eidson and Cather present the frontier
not merely as a geographical setting but as a symbolic
space in which gender identities can be negotiated
and reconstructed. Their female characters demon-
strate that survival, moral authority, creativity, and
social contribution are not exclusively masculine
qualities. Through Pearl, Eiko, Antonia, Lena, Tiny,
and other female figures, the novels contribute to a
broader understanding of American identity in which
women are active participants in the creation of fami-
lies, communities, and cultural memory.
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