During the 1800s, thousands of Americans traveled west and gambled their lives with high hopes of encountering a better life in the unclaimed, vast open lands.  This great migration was ignited by the ample amount of new opportunities the west offered and it gave a terrific sense of adventure for all Americans.  People who had previously failed at life now had the chance to make a new start and be able to live without a poor reputation.  These unclaimed lands provided freedom for blacks, a safe haven for runaways, and allowed the country to expand.  One woman who was preparing to travel west exclaimed:  “Going to the far West seemed like the entrance to a new world, one of freedom, happiness and prosperity” (Overland Trail 9).  Safety, happiness and hope are just a few lures of the Great West that tempted millions of people to pack up their families and homes and make the great trek as the beginning of their American Dream.

For the average American, the American Dream was to satisfy basic needs and have a great family, but ultimately each individual wanted to be happy.  Lack of business opportunities, divorces, and economic failures are examples of circumstances that prohibited many people from achieving their dream.  The West was an easy way to erase ones past failures of life and start fresh in a new land.  Therefore, the plethora of opportunities the west seemed to offer to help reach this goal prompted families to make the life changing decision to move out west and live on the frontier.  However, when these hundreds of thousands of people reached the long desired land, they realized life in the west was not as easy as they had previously anticipated.

In the heat of the moment, many families failed to address the risks of traveling across the country to a new territory.  Most families got a dose of these dangers on their trek out west on the Overland Trail because small children often perished when they were crushed by their family’s wagon.  Death was a common tragedy that frequently occurred on the frontier, and children were in danger every time they went out to play.  Disease often stole the lives of many pioneers and left children to become orphans, or left parents without any surviving children.  Diarrhea was a major killer, and diseases such as cholera often spread rapidly through entire families.  Loneliness from isolation on the frontier was a major emotional strain, mainly for women of the frontier.  The seclusion of the land often prevented families from having close neighbors and from making any new friends.  Families also left behind all connections of their extended family and friends when they decided to make the trek.  The harsh living conditions that families experienced were usually far worse than those at home.  Most families had to build houses out of scratch and these houses were very fragile and unsanitary.  Food was often scarce, many a time due to the weather.  The physically back breaking amounts of labor that men had to endure were a strain on their heath and body.  Women also had numerous jobs that consisted of emotionally draining work, and their tasks lasted from dawn until long past dusk.  

During the 19th century, hundreds of thousands of people ventured west with high hopes of success and happiness in a new life, ultimately aspiring to achieve the American Dream.  However, numerous accounts of pioneers reveal that life was dreadful on the frontier which reveals that many families encountered the American Nightmare when they arrived at their destination in the west.  The idea of being able to instantly improve their situation forced families to be oblivious of the possible dangers and hardships they could experience in their new life.  Many of the previously mentioned afflictions caused thousands of families to suffer and these miseries prevented many families from reaching their ultimate dream.  

Death was a common place for most families who ventured west.  The number of younger Americans who were maimed grew exponentially due to all the dangers and hazards of the new land.  In numerous situations, children were found to be the victims of innocent accidents.  Curious and mischievous children always found trouble that frequently resulted in death.  For example, children would often get in the way of their family’s moving wagon and be crushed beneath the wheels (Overland Trail). Thousands of people were buried on the trail, forcing miserable family members to leave behind a beloved member. “Diaries refer to children falling out of wagons, under wagons, breaking limbs and even being killed in accidents… Hovering behind many of their comments lay the very real fear of a loved child’s death of leaving a ‘little body in that strange country for wild beasts to devour’” (Overland Trail 16).  A tragedy such as an adored child dying could completely derail the American Dream for some families, and misery, misfortune and loss were far too common.

There were many other means by which death was inevitable.  Small infections turned into fatal maladies because there were very little resources in isolated areas.  Diseases were a huge contributing factor that wiped out families and created despair for friends and other family members.  Cholera, diarrhea, smallpox, diphtheria and typhoid fever were among the most common killers (Pioneer Life in America).  Without modern medicine, victims of the diseases suffered greatly until death finally came.  “Children of all ages came down with fevers, diarrhea, even cholera… It is not surprising that journals often mentioned children as frightened, weeping or disagreeable,” (Jeffery16).  For many children that fell ill to a disease, the mournful parents could do nothing for their children to alleviate their suffering.  Women were also at a high risk of death due to many pregnancy issues.  Problems often occur within nine months of carrying a child, and with the already high risk factors of death, a successful birth was truly a miracle.  Miscarriages and external and internal bleeding were very common in women, and many times doctors were unavailable for assistance and medical care. 

The initial thought of being separated from beloved family members and close friends took a huge emotional toll in the lives of many pioneers.  Many women were content staying home and not venturing west, but most men felt a need to travel west and they begged or demanded that their wives come with them.  Although some wives refused to move, many other wives agreed to the change in life style because it was their husband’s wish; they often regretted moving west.  “But many wives were also saddened at the thought of moving so far away from friends and relatives as well as the church and school activities they supported” (Overland Trail 9-10).  Family and home connections were often vital to maintaining a happy life for women, and many wives sacrificed this luxury because they truly believed they would find their American Dream out west.  One woman remarked, “To say that I was homesick, discouraged and lonely, is but a faint description of my feelings” (Major Problems in American Women’s History 192).   

This loneliness was a huge emotional strain for most women because they had no one to talk to and share their pains with.  Their husbands were working all day long and while women could find joy in their children, they could not confide their fears, sadness and pain, in them.  They carried huge emotional burdens and were unable to relate to another family member. Women could not express their worries and concerns to other women friends because most families lived in isolated regions in the west, and sometimes their nearest neighbors were more than ten miles away (Pioneer Life in America).  The separation was unbearable for many families which added to the terrible American Nightmare.  Children who had died before the long trip and were buried at local cemeteries were also left behind.  Many mournful mothers desired to stay near her family and dead children, but the men had the final decision.  Abbey Fulkerath, a pioneer woman, wrote: “Agreeable to the wish of my husband I left all my relatives… although it proved a hard task to leave them but still harder to leave my children buried in the Milton graveyard but such is our lot on earth,” (Overland Trail 10).  Family grave plots were left behind along with memories of other loved members and contributed to lingering feelings of grief and loss.

Pioneers ventured into the opens lands of the west not knowing what to expect.  They carried all their belongings with them in a wagon, and most of the families had nothing sturdy to call home.  The living arrangements were shockingly horrific for lots of families and the conditions in which they had to live were appalling.  Because the settlers had no cabin or sort of housing previously constructed, the men of the family had to build a sturdy place for their family to live.   Settlers would often use logs of trees to serve as a foundation to their new home.  The wary process of cutting down trees and preparing the logs was extremely tedious, and a dangerous task as well.  Traditional homes were one room living quarters.  This room was the family room, the kitchen, and the bedroom.  Although some families were fortunate to move to a location where they could share a home temporarily with friends, most families did not have such luxury.   For those who did not build a cabin or wood home, the traditional home was called a soddie.  It was the easiest and quickest way to build a new home. Soddies were generally dugouts in the side of the earth, and although they had positive traits, there were also cons.  Besides being budget friendly, the soddie kept the families relatively cool in the summer and during the winter it offered protection from freezing weather.  However, many animals found a soddie to be perfect living conditions, so there were also small animals and insects burrowed in the walls of each home.  The roofs of these poorly constructed homes often leaked during rain storms, and the floor of dirt could turn to mud.  There was an alternative living arrangement that was very cheap as well, called tar-paper shacks.  These terrible living spaces were made out of boards that were covered with black tar paper.  Building a tar-paper shack was the cheapest route to build a fast home, but the negative aspects outweighed the financial benefit by far.  These shacks were often not anchored to the ground, so during heavy winds they would potentially blow away.  When this shack was toppled over, people’s belongings would be strewn about, many of which were never recovered (Peavy, Smith).

Weather conditions in the west were unlike the more temperate conditions in the east, so settlers had to acclimatize to the new land and its radical weather.  Many people found useful ways to adapt to such weather, and they developed new methods in hopes of seeking protection from the elements.  For example, people used straw, sod and manure to weigh down a structure, and lined their homes with newspapers to capture the warmth inside (Peavy, Smith).  Temperatures went far below zero during the night, and any animal left outside during such weather would certainly freeze to death.  On the other hand, the summer heat was almost unbearable.  Many houses were black and absorbed the sun which raised the temperature in the house to nearly boiling levels.  Winds often blew away homes, and during the summer it was a primary cause of spreading fires carried by grass.  Even today, the Santa Anna Winds in the west are famous for spreading wild fires in several western states and damaging millions of dollars worth of property, but also burning down several forests.  Torrential rains cause extreme flooding and destroy crops and homes.  Many other storms across the plains turn into tornados and whirlwinds.  During early migration, people who lived on the prairie lived in fear of wildfires, and those who lived in wooded areas were afraid of forest fires.  The harsh winds were a major cause of fear due to its ability to rapidly spread fires and turn into deadly tornados.  “… and now for the prairie fire we had a week ago yesterday.  I went to the window and looked out.  A prairie fire was about one and a half miles off.  I could see nothing but smoke and it looked awful dark” (Kenyon).  In a journal of a young boy, he recalls witnessing a prairie fire and remembering his parents and older siblings going outside to try and stop the deadly blaze.  There are a few recollections of sandstorms that were rare but very deadly.  These storms could destroy crops instantly, and all the hard farming work would have been ruined in a heartbeat.  Locusts and other pests could wreak havoc as well.   

When the pioneers finally reached their destinations in the west, relief was quickly extinguished when they realized just how difficult these new harsh and extreme living conditions would be.  Men and women were faced with unheard of amounts of physically and emotionally tiring labor.  Each gender had different roles to keep the family together, though each sex had a very demanding job.  There were, however, general tasks that each member of the family had to participate to help out each other.  For example, gathering water was nearly always a wearisome job to fulfill.   Homes were not always located near a useable water supply, so families often had to walk long distances and haul back heavy jugs of water.  Horses were sometimes taken to help carry these weighty pitchers of water.  In the winter, snow was melted to add to the meager water supply.  Families didn’t rinse dishes frequently, and to conserve water two or three family members bathed in the same water.  During the summer, water was taken from sink holes, boiled and then stored in jars (Peavy, Smith). 

Women completed extremely tiring domestic jobs throughout the day that didn’t end until late at night.  Frontier women had to do all the cooking, cleaning, childcare and also make soap, clothes, candles and cloth.  Clothes were a necessity, but departing the city also meant leaving behind a tailor or dressmaker.  Women had to make clothes themselves by spinning wool from sheep and knitting socks, sweaters, and other essential clothing.  “To bear 2 children in 2 ½ years… to make thousands of pounds of butter every year for market, to sew, to cook and wash and iron; to bake and clean and stew and fry; to be, in short, a general pioneer drudge, with never a penny of my own, was never a pleasant business,” (Peavy, Smith 95).  Many women were also isolated on the frontier and had to deliver their children by themselves without the aid of even another woman.  However, after several births most women learned certain tricks to help ease her pain and the baby’s.  “She cut the umbilical cord, then rubbed the newborn all over with olive oil, sprinkled parched flour on the navel, and pinned the belly band” (Peavy, Smith 77).  There were, unfortunately, many circumstances when a doctor’s services were needed but not available resulting in death of the woman and her child during difficulties in child birth.  For those woman who had successful childbirths, childcare was often a nightmare.  With the loads of other house work that needed to be done, watching over children was one of the most worrisome tasks.  “The job of watching the children was always the woman’s and it was the principal source of worry for her… Not watching them every minute could lead to a disaster” (Overland Trail 11).  

Frontiersmen had very high expectations, and their work load was often times unmanageable. Males work was very physical and rough, and often times extremely dangerous.  Families depended on the men to make an income that they could survive on, and the men experienced lots of stress when their families struggled to make ends meet.  Husbands and fathers struggled with emotional stress as well: many wives did not appreciate their new home, and the hard times made everything worse.  Sickly children often put families at more risk, and the men often blamed themselves.  In one journal of a frontier family, the husband feels compelled to give his wife what she wants but is hurt when he realizes he is unable to make her happy.  “Darling little one, you and your poor mamma have hard times, don’t you? Annie, I am very sorry for you, I have compelled you to come to this country I could never forgive myself: as it is, I feel that you reflect on me,” (Mrs. Green’s Account of Frontier Life 191).  In this account of Mr. and Mrs. Green, the miserable family could not make ends meet and along with others lived lives of near desperation.  Mr. Green goes on to express his feelings to his wife: ““This added pain to his already desponding heart. ‘Annie, do you know you are killing me?’” (192).   His unhappy wife causes him to hate himself for forcing her to come when she did not want to leave their home back east.  Men who frequently worked on a farm completed tedious tasks with very minimal tools.  The work on a farm was always strenuous because there were so many tasks that needed to be completed.  For example, he had to tend to all the animals, make any necessary repairs that were very hard without proper tools, and hunt to gather food.  

Despite the thousands of families who met the American Nightmare when they traveled west, there were some who experienced the American Dream.  People coming from backgrounds of wealth and luxury were able to lead lives of comfort in a new land.  However, there were others who did not come from such fortunate wealth who were able to create happy lives for themselves and others.  During the early days of pioneers, women had difficult times on the frontier.  Because the ratio of women to men was severely disproportional, old men were getting married to young teenage girls due to the lack of middle aged women (Lavender).  However, as the years passed, women were able to create a position for themselves and cross the gender lines.  Many women who did not choose to get married were able to support themselves by working odd jobs and even alongside men in the fields.  Many women became teachers if they had to support their children, and some worked on farms.  Women were able to plow the fields, raise crops, milk cows, and complete many farming chores.  Women were able to complete both domestic chores and also physical labor which demonstrated the courage and tenacity of these pioneering women (Lavender). 

With more and more people traveling west, there was a huge growth of communities.  Many newcomers bought lands that they developed into large farms that created jobs for many people.  Others also built schools, local churches, and some people tried to organize small governments! There was also the start of small trade within several communities.  For example, people developed certain schools and started careers as blacksmiths, millers, teachers, doctors, merchants and even freight handlers.  Many Negroes had recently been freed from slavery and were seeking lives free of racism and torture.  These small communities also gave a chance for blacks to live free lives and start fresh in the vast lands in the west (Milner, O’Connor, and Sandweiss).   

Based on several accounts of pioneer life in the West, situations were miserable because of the many hardships families suffered through.  The death and diseases that killed many family members left the remaining ones lonely and deeply dismayed.  Parents and children suffered through sickness without any medicine to relieve their pain, and parents continuously stressed over their children’s health.  The initial isolation experienced by these families resulted in enhanced as well as increased vulnerability and danger in the case of an emergency.  Women often experienced urgent situations in child birth, but because there was many times no available doctor, women and the new child often perished.  The terribly unsanitary living conditions to which families moved to often created diseases but also made living particularly uncomfortable.  Bugs and insects would live in many homes, such as the Soddies, that potentially carried unwanted bacteria.  Weather was also unpredictable, and it frequently ruined crops and destroyed food for the family.  The dangerous storms also demolished homes and sometimes killed human beings in the severest of weather.  The amounts of labor for both men and women were overwhelming, and there was never an escape from the emotional and physical stress.  All of these privations prevented many families who ventured west from attaining their American Dream.

The people who were able to overcome these obstacles and create a happy and meaningful life for themselves ultimately aspired to the American Dream.  Those who found prosperity and safety in the west were able to live peaceful lives because these people were able to start fresh in the west.  The growth of communities inspired many people to develop skillful trades, and it also allowed women be able to survive in the previously masculine world.  Through the misery and hardships and poverty of life in the west, those who were able to prevail over the difficulties were ultimately able to reach the American Dream. 

The beauty and novelty of the western land attracted many artists and authors to the open lands.  The virginal lands were often pure and unharmed, and the phenomenal landscape inspired many artists to create masterpiece works of art focusing on the tranquility of the territory.  For example, James Alden painted “Washington’s Palouse Falls”; J.J. Young sketched Lake Tahoe; and Albert Bierstadt drew “Western Sunset”.  (Milner, O’Connor and Sandweiss).  Because much of the western terrain was incredibly isolated, artists found surprising natural wonders that hadn’t been touched.   Authors, on the other hand, created many famous fictional stories based on hardships that pioneers experienced on the frontier because the beauteous land disguised the miseries within it.

The frontier was continuously changing and evolving with the diverse populations and cultural exchanges.  The people were creating new methods for many old tasks, and also developing many new traditions.  Society was forming a new way of life on the frontier and creating new expectations of living.  “Here a new nation tested and modified its emerging institutions.  The land itself, and perceptions of it, changed dramatically.  So did what the people wore, how they fought, and why and how they hunted deer and sought salvation” (Lavender 116).     

   Society has a strong influential power that has the ability to affect one’s actions, thoughts, and every aspect of life.  This influence can be brought about from social changes and new beginnings, which will often lead to different feelings and new voices and opinions.  An author living in a certain time period is strongly impacted by his or her personal experiences and also what is currently happening in the world, whether or not he or she may realize it.  These direct or indirect experiences have the gripping power that influences the author to write various novels based on current events in their life.  In order to understand the author’s background and approach to their works, social criticism allows the reader to recognize the historical standpoint of the literary piece.  Social criticism “is concerned with the effects of a writer’s historical milieu, such as race, place, and time upon the literary work” (Common Types of Literary Criticism).  This criticism is largely affected by the economic and societal pressures of the time period in which the author lived.  The historical situations, such as war or peace, economic crisis or boom, are just a few prominent factors that persuade the author in her writings. “Criticism is now portrayed as a conversation in which knowledge about literary texts and their historical contexts is socially negotiated and accumulative” (Wilder).  This social literary vehicle greatly parallels history of the time the novel was written.  As society dictates the actions of common people, it has the ability to dictate the pen of an author.  These conscious or subconscious historically based novels permit the reader to get a glimpse of what life may have been like by living through the character’s roles in each novel that may reflect upon the author’s own experiences.      

During the 19th century, Westward Expansion glamorized the vast, open land in the west and romanticized life as a pioneer.  Thousands of families were under a false impression that life would instantly improve if they moved West.  Society’s strong, deceitful lure impacted family decisions and urged members within it’s realm to move out west.  These people started a western migration in hopes of starting new lives and being able to finally attain the American Dream.  Because of the huge amounts of families moving west, most people figured it was a safe bet to pack up their belongings and leave their homes to become a pioneer and live on the frontier.  Society’s expectation eventually enticed many families to make the great trek on the Overland Trail to the western states or territories and move from the safety of their home.  The great sense of adventure thrilled young families and exhilarated many different types of people. However, this common misperception of the land inspired many writers to express their thoughts and own personal experiences through novels that focus on the western experience.  Willa Cather is one of these famous authors, and she intertwines history into her novels using a social vehicle to allow the reader a glimpse of life on the frontier.         

     This social vehicle is beautifully woven into Willa Cather’s My Antonia, a novel about the extreme loneliness the characters experience on the frontier.  As time passes so quickly, the seclusion stabs at the character’s hearts because this solitude leaves them wanting to return home.  Lacking companionship is a terrible burden that can affect one’s health physically and emotionally.  Aristotle’s Ethics, a document based on human morals, argues that “close friendship is necessary for happiness”.  This text goes on to explain that “in the absence of close friends one would be severely restricted in the kinds of virtuous activities one could undertake,” meaning that the secluded individual is hindered from many activities but also restricted from any happiness (Kraut).  Society has molded each individual into a needy human being who only knows that friendship is enviable and loneliness is undesirable.          

Time is an infinite cycle that brings about drastic changes, frequently leaving the heart yearning for the past. Society has made change to be an undesirable task that undoubtedly occurs as one goes through different stages in life.  The dearest of memories of the former stages are kept safely guarded, though slowly begin to fade after time.  Social status can have a large impact on a person’s well being that is based on one’s number of friends, and it is also based on seclusion during the era of the great west.  In the novel, My Antonia, Willa Cather demonstrates how sensitive people are to change through the repeated descriptions of melancholy characters and their desire to relive the past.  This lack of society greatly affects the characters physically and mentally because of the strong human desire for companionship.     

Antonia is the beautiful character that the protagonist, Jim, is very fond of.  His life without her is meaningless because he recognizes his miserable situation when he is alone.  “During that burning day when we were crossing Iowa, our talk kept returning to a central figure, a Bohemian girl whom we had both known long ago. More than any other person we remembered, this girl seemed to mean to us the country, the conditions, the whole adventure of our childhood” (Cather Introduction).   An anonymous narrator and Jim realize how wonderful life was when Antonia was constantly in their thoughts and around them.  However, time has brought about unwanted change that eventually force this couple to recognize their wretched lives and their hearts desires to experience once again the magnificent past.    Society’s strong power forms each person into one that abhors change.  “As I went back alone over the familiar road, I could almost believe that a boy and girl ran along beside me, as our shadows used to do, laughing and whispering to each other in the grass” (Cather 323).  As Jim walks over the old, beaten trail connecting Antonia’s house to his aged farm, old feelings merge to the surface of Jim’s mind and fill his thoughts of the fun memories of his younger years.  His reminiscence of his childhood enables him to envision himself and his dearest friend, Antonia twenty years earlier as young children.  Nostalgia for companionship fills his heart as he remembers the numerous occasions of laughter and fun he experienced with her when they lived near to each other.  Time has made Jim melancholy because there are hundreds of miles separating the once inseparable friends; Jim only desires to relive the memories of his exciting past.

Time has the terrible ability to transform memories into fantasies based on desire for the past.  He admits that many of his wonderful memories are now illusions because the great amount of time that has passed has caused him to forget.  Regret is accompanied by longing as Jim realizes how great his past was and how miserable he is without it.  “In the course of twenty crowded years one parts with many illusions. I did not wish to lose the early ones. Some memories are realities, and are better than anything that can ever happen to one again” (Cather 328).  One critic reveals her thoughts about loneliness and remarks:  

“Jim’s conviction that "some memories are realities" is infused with a deep, nostalgic longing for the past, a time before disillusionment. His desire to return to a less-tarnished version of himself permeates the narrative, seeping through its pages into the very minds of its readers. Who has not longed, even briefly, for such a homecoming? Yet memory is, at heart, a devilish process, a trickster that doles out not simply comfort and pleasure but also terror and mourning” (Lucenti).  

Time is a dreadful evil that causes one to loose even the happiest of memories.  The once distinct era fades to only delusion and eventually one will forget.  Many people desire to feel what they have felt before, and they yearn to relive the great past.  

The strong social theme of religion is also powerfully incorporated within Willa Cather’s novels.  Death Comes for the Archbishop is a perfect example where Cather links her own experiences into the novel by expressing the major importance of religion in daily life.  Religion is the unyielding belief in superhuman powers that requires devotion and respect from the follower.  Society holds a high expectation of religion to act as a savoir and guide one in her quest throughout life.  Faith in this divine power often produces the feelings of safety and protection for devout followers.  In the novel Death Comes for the Archbishop, Willa Cather shows that religion promulgates the feeling of security through the use of pious characters and their strong faith in the heavenly powers to produce miracles.  Society clearly makes present the importance of religion through the importance of the church in daily lives and the secure feelings one will sense of a great protection.   


Father Latour had been lost in the vast desert slowly perishing from dehydration.  Junipers, the type of plant he comes across, generally take the shape of a horizontal shrub and to come across a vertical ten foot tree in the desert would be a miracle because the chance of a priest noticing such a holy looking plant is very slim.  

“When he opened his eyes again, his glance immediately fell upon one juniper which differed in shape from all the others.  It was not a thick-growing cone, but a naked, twisted trunk, perhaps ten feet high, and at the top it parted into two lateral, flat-lying branches, with a little crest of green in the centre, just above the cleavage.  Living vegetation could not present more faithfully the form of a cross,” (Cather 20).   

The gods are at work protecting the ailing priest, and his prayers act as a guide to his salvation.  Father Latour can feel secure in the desert because even though he is without food and water, his desperate prayers were heard by the gods.  

“The Miracles of the Church seem to me to rest not so much upon faces of voices or healing power coming suddenly near to us from afar off; but upon our perceptions being made finer, so that for a moment our eyes can see and our ears can hear what is there about us always” (Cather 57) 

Faith in a divine power is ultimately the utmost devotion a follower could have.  Religion is not a tangible aspect of life, but the strong power helps one to feel secure with their actions and what path they have chosen in life.  Society creates the idea that heavenly powers are preferred over the feeling of uncertainty in the world because the belief that someone or something is watching over their followers reassures the believer that the end will be okay. 


One critic of Willa Cather’s works offers his insight about religion and the novel Death Comes for the Archbishop. “Miss Cather, we see, has simply projected her own desires into the past: her longing for heroism, her admiration for the natural beauty, her desire –intensified by pre-occupation with doubt and fear –for the security of an unquestioned faith” (Hicks).   This critic offers the idea that Cather’s novels are written about her own desires.  By writing great adventures and fictional stories about heroes in the West, and even about religion, this has made her feel more secure about herself because it has helped Cather to find her own faith within herself.  Trust in oneself will come from the strong devotion and belief in divine powers.  Religion is ultimately the key to sanctity and will evoke strong feelings of security.  It is emotionally relieving to have faith in a protector, and to feel safe in a world full of danger.


A Lost Lady is another of Cather’s books that clearly integrates the strong social influence with the historical time period.  Society’s reign over its members made each person believe that there was a great importance to travel west and making this great trek was the only way to make their dreams and aspirations come true.  This common deception swindled many people that traveled west who came across similar experiences of hardships on the frontier.  This common trickery ruined many lives and crushed any hope of happiness.  The view of the land in the west, the way people lived, even society’s rules, all changed within time as the realization of the truth about the West became apparent.

When many people realized their grand anticipation of the land was false, society’s general guidelines evolved within time.  The heartbreaking recognition sparked fear in many people that caused worry and extreme dismay.  Many characters in A Lost Lady experience this tragedy, and the reader can clearly distinguish the frustration and regret of traveling west.  “Its future no longer looked bright.  Successive crop failures had broken the spirit of the farmers.  George Adams and his family had gone back to Massachusetts, disillusioned about the West.  One by one the other gentlemen ranchers followed their example” (Cather 32).  The inconsolable pioneers strongly mourn over their hasty decision to move out into the unknown territory of the West.  As George Adams and his family move back to their origins, many other pioneers did as well.  Those who could not afford to make the trek back were stuck in misery in the West.  “The Old West had been settled by dreamers, great-hearted adventurers who were unpractical to the point of magnificence; a courteous brotherhood, strong in attack but weak in defense, who could conquer but could not hold” (Cather 106).  The narrator explains that the West created a mirage of great wealth that pioneers dreamed would bring them great glory.  The terrific fantasy was only met with reality and disappointment when the pioneers were unable to make their hopes come true.  


Willa Cather’s many novels focus on the historical situation of the time period, and the affects society had on most people.  Social criticism allows the reader to fully understand what prompted Cather to write several novels based on the hardships of the West.  In many of these novels, the author demonstrates that the human race was defenseless against society and susceptible to its luring powers.  My Antonia, Death Comes for the Archbishop and A Lost Lady all clearly show the affects of society and the numerous people who were victims of its false, enticing hopes.  At this momentous historical period, society failed to help those in need: the desperate, innocent settlers who risked everything they knew for a chance of ultimate freedom and happiness.
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