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2013 Winter Session (2013-2014 Academic Year) 
ENGL 491A: Senior Honours Seminar – Theory (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Mary Chapman 
Section: 001 
Term: 1 
 

American Suffrage Literature 

 
Course Description: 
For most people--in the early decades of the twentieth as well as twenty-first centuries--the American 
suffrage campaign is encapsulated in the image of the prim, gray-haired orator haranguing crowds 
about the injustice of women being treated as second-class citizens: Think of the tightly coifed Susan 
B. Anthony, the wimpled Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the hatchet-waving Carry Nation, and others who 
used oratory to campaign for women’s rights. The campaign to secure the vote for American women, 
however, was also a modern and print-cultural phenomenon, waged with humor, style, creativity and 
sex appeal, through coquettish valentines sent to anti-suffragist Congressman, through impudent 
cartoons, racy pamphlets, and belligerent banners, as well as powerful documentary drama, 
sentimental fiction, and satiric and ironic poetry whose witty critiques of government anticipate the 
satires of Steve Colbert and Jon Stewart and the Daily Show. 
 
This seminar will investigate the aesthetically innovative, rhetorically compelling, and entertaining print 
culture produced by American suffragists between the mid-nineteenth century and the granting of 
suffrage in 1920. Shifting away from the traditional historical focus on oratory to a more literary, print 
cultural focus, the seminar will explore how print cultural propaganda--from banners, posters, and 
valentines, to popular poetry, drama and fiction—successfully moved a resistant population to embrace 
new ideas of femininity (and masculinity) and citizenship while also transforming and revitalizing the 
public sphere. 
 
The course willunfold in roughly chronological fashion, beginning with surprisingly radical early 
manifestos and petitions authored by mid-19th-century women’s rights activists and ending with 
moving works of autobiography documenting suffragist hunger-striking and picketing in the final years 
of the campaign. It will examine works of literature by canonical figures (i.e. Harriet Beecher Stowe, 
Henry James, Gertrude Stein, Marianne Moore, and Sui Sin Far); popular works by writers who are less 
known today; and anonymous banners, pamphlets, posters, and performance art that emerged during 
the modern period of campaigning. These texts will mostly be drawn from my Rutgers University Press 
anthology of suffrage print culture, Treacherous Texts: American Suffrage Literature 1848-1946. Class 
discussion will also focus on theoretical issues: for example, questions of form; efficacy of persuasion; 
critical distinctions between “literature” and “propaganda”, particularly as that distinction was asserted 
most vociferously by modernist writers (Pound, Orwell, etc.) and challenged by recent scholarship by 
Mark Wollaeger and Janet Lyon; as well as on the relationship between suffragist literary production 
and modernism. The course will be of interest to students planning to pursue careers in editing, 
publishing, advocacy, and government, as well as to students interested in popular literature, the 
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rhetoric of social movements, propaganda, women's literature, and American literature. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Harriet Beecher Stowe, My Wife and I 
 Henry James, The Bostonians 
 Lillie Devereux Blake, Fettered for Life 
 Elizabeth Jordan, The Sturdy Oak 
 Mary Chapman, Treacherous Texts 
 Elizabeth Robins, Votes for Women 
 Course pack with readings by Henry James, Gertrude Stein, Marianne Moore, and Sui Sin 

Far 
 Theoretical readings by Mark Wollaeger, Janet Lyon, David Henkin, Jurgen Habermas, 

Victoria Olwell, Joseph Harrington and Mark Van Wienen 

 


