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e ; ‘( » The i’io;biozr; of ‘Kate Chopin \an‘d ‘Edi'th' Wﬁa'rto‘n}‘ o n ]
& f .‘ s't:ands ag a-clear l:.nk between 19th and 20th century RS A
2 N .‘ t : ‘ litarary and cultural . gensibilities ag well as a critique T
; \' / L ‘of, social theory and pract:.ce.‘ Both Chopin ‘and Wharton .- )
SR L  worked primarily with lit’e‘z_:;‘ar& forms defined by male’ B )
& . § discourse--psychological ‘rea?.ils;m.\ local color fiction, .
“ . . . the novel -of mar'anérs--yeo'a.l‘so embedded within these RS
— ‘ . . ﬁ.ct:.onal boundaries a response to patriarchal language ) o ;
, -7, and ideology. In their social fiction. ‘Chopin and L ‘
T ‘f‘ e Wharton spoke in particular of and to the "woman ‘ ) o
; LT v “ ,' 'questlon. offering both realistic and critical por‘brayals : - ;%
| . o ., ef American women in séarch of selfhood. Their work s . o Q\
r : - part of the first modern fema.le literary disoourse in |
I - } America, one in which women s experlence is no longer |
CEE marg:.nalized but is given centrality and expression. ¢
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‘formelles. Dans leurs oeuvres sociales, Chopin et

‘w.h'ar‘con s'adressérent en particulier % "la question de

_féminine n'est plus marginale mais s®exprime de fagon

- g L e e N
i~ 3 N " - , . . “
, ‘ T G e e :
‘ o . N b
¥y ¢ . , . i }
’ ’ o - . ’ .
- 15 L¥ :: 3 b l‘
, s . ! N L. ‘ ‘ g
- — . A ’
. . - e ] - T S s .
N - ’ 7’ . Y X ) |0 A
. N * . ABREE © . oy ' ‘:
i . . ‘ ‘ ' :
Les oeuvres de Kate Chopin-et d'Edith wharton e

representent un lien évident entré les senszbilltes f- o o
gulturelles et lltteralres du 19 ‘et du 20° s:.éqles A o
ainsi qu'une critique de ‘la théerie et de la i)ratique
sociales. Les.deux auteurs travaillérent avec des vform.es
iittérzfires définies par le .discours ‘malscixlin--réalisme
ps'ychblogiqu_e. cultivation de couleur loca‘ie, roman de
nian\iéres—-'en introduisant une réponse au langage et a

1'idéologie Ppatriarcaux a l'intérieur de ces limites

1la femme." tout en créant des portraits réalistes et

cri’clques de femmes américaines a la recherche d° elles-memes.

Leurs oeuvres font partie du prem:.er discours littéraire

femmin moderne en Amérique, dans lequel 1'expérience’

centrale.
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INTRODUCTION - - .

The work of Kate Chopin and.Edith Wharton stands

,as a clear link between 19th and 20th' century llterary

and cultural sensibillties as well as a critique of’ social

theories and practices. They were two gr ‘the first major

. American women writers to break with the establlshed

dlcta of "feminine" or sentimental fiction. Reacting

equally against the strictures of genteel and regionallstL
fiction, Chopzn and Wharton experimented with new content
within old forms in order to conceptualize their socially"
and morally responsive and responslble concerns. This is .
seen in their general themess the 1ndividualfs revolt ‘

against the inequalities manifest in genteel or bourgeois

‘gociety; the decay of such a society and its replacement

with the new money class and ethics of 20th ecentury in- .

-dugtrial entrepreneurs; the role of social determinism in

v -

elass and personal crises; and the conflict between indi-

vidual freedom and gocial responsibility. It is seen as

»

well in their subverted’ and. therefore subversive renderings

of traditlonal llterary conventlons and characterlzations

" of -gocial securities, limitations and types, which under-

cut, for example, the critically aceepted readings of the
same done by George Washington Cable - er Henry James. In

Pad
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types—-or; the verge of class re jection or eJectz.on.

,_ self-abnegation and social compromise.
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partieuler. they effected a new i)erspective on .their

societies

cult of true w’omanhood, a cultural signifier

central to early 20th century American literature a:nd an

" ideological formulation still of major- concern today.

‘It is a given that literature in.itself card only

: loffer a gomewhat obscure: criﬁiqoe of bourgeois ethics~-

that is, if.it is to maintain its literary nature and not

-descend into mere polegni'c.l In their social fiction,
Chopin and Wharton implicitly stated their social criti-

cism in gimilar and stealthy fashiom: both portrayed the

) modem alienated individual-~either a specific woman or a

“
specific man who perceives gpecific women as :Ldeological
They
also offereti altematives., albeit tentative ones, to such

In their literature

" of protest, Chopin and Wharton in particular spoke of and .. -

the proper historical-and cultural contex‘ts.

'to the woman question, offering both realistic and criti-

- ecal portraara.ls of American women in search of selfhood.

As will Dbe discussed. their ‘work is part of the first
modern female literary discourse in America. one in which
‘women's experience is no longer ma.rginalized but is given
centrality and expression. : D ' ‘

. in issue of immediate concern in the study of

S

women writers is the reexam:n.na‘tion of their works w:.thin
This can be
effected by careful research 'in areas usually considered

supplementery to literary criticisms ideology, ,eco,nomics,

.
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sclience, and so on. It is, vf'cour‘se. only a first s:tep

’1:6 glsce'the work in its temporal re.aiity; we obviously
read the work from our time and in its textual non-time
“ but ghould also attempt to do Jjustice to ‘t;he 'wzjiter's"

intent and eXI;:ectaftions. One mugt "enter” the text, as

L it through the back door. It is, ‘however, crucial to ‘

!

r\tent eritics would have it, but oné need not break into ,

cla.r\lfy “how ‘one enters and for what purpose. S

‘ \ Femlnis‘t literary. analys:.s is .one such means of

ent into texts and requires a. brief introducta.on as it
is the mode or methodology of this study Feminism

within the last two hundded years ‘has. steadlly approached .

the status of a major polltical and cultural theory and

philosophy; feminist: literary cr1t1c1sm w:.‘thin the last

’ fi'i’teen years ‘has a.lso become a system of - methodologies‘

1:6 contend with and. that with far~re_achlng consequences.

From the ocutset,: femlnlst critics have focussed..on the -

-

redi covery of a usable, .femlnisvt Amerlcan llteraxy past

v

' and he fomulat:.on of radica.lly néw crrt:.cal theorles ‘ :’. :

culture and consciousness. Most critics center -on--at .

¢

least in Ameriéa—-c:lass, race, or sex, the hierar‘chical e
‘relationships of power within a society. In éddition, T " e
feminist literary critics a’rle working for the'most.part. Yy

-
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-with products which-have 'not been and are nof considered

AR VLI
o

nia.ir‘zétreaml or traditional, those artifacts nof reédilye'

. accépted into the canon.

2y T TR

o 'd . Peminist critics, then, while diverse |in politi- = *

o

e

cal strategies and critical intent share one deological
; ] " 1line in that they do speak fo and of one another sym-

R .
.

'-patheticaliy but with ci‘itica], fervor and riger. For v

them, the basis of all political and critical action is

oy BTG

1

clears - the subject. is woman (as literai'& character, as '

oy &

Lo

. of transfoma‘tlon and transcendence. Feminist\crﬁrcs””
G{isﬁ to deconstruct and t6 réconstruct=-to defalsify and

. ko rein'terpret-—tfaditibnal hi'story‘, to. discover g .
o ’. female/feminlst cultural tradit:.on, and. fina.lly. to ©

| . : @ffect a. -system of aesthetics that aclmowledges female/

s ‘; feminist digcotrse and which can enter knowledgeably into o

- it Thisis a critical movemen"t: then. in the stage of - '

o N . ffomation and formulation.' It is, as yet, a ‘movement

withou‘t established theories or shared critical discourse
ot i it is between sentiment and discipline.

A brief look a't the hisgtory of feminigt literary |
P S eriticism clarifies the above statements. Feminist ° | "
..+ . ‘criticism in the early 1960s, the time of its first im-~ |

b ‘ portant emergence in the United States, was, to be’ exact,
- . . not criticism at all. It was, instead. spadework and /

!

( ; ‘ ' identification. This was only tobe expected, of course, -
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- Other. Like the feminist lite‘réry .criticlsm of earlJ.er )

= ! ° v a ~ ©
2 - - .

' : : sihce literary‘ eriticism requires a body ‘of work about
wlhich to be critidal. and it ‘wag more than evident to

fqminist scholars that’ ths body of work was there only -
in spirit but not in 1‘te materiality. ‘Thus, the first
phase of criticsl involvement ‘and evolvement requ%red
pinpointing the leck.s in the qanon ‘and verifying thie
aesumption of present lacks by finding the actual works

‘.'hiCh hed.' been relegé.ted to positions outside the canon.

At the bese of all .this activity was the belief in a =
female coxm't:er‘t:ra.c:ti*t:ionl that wOmen thoughout history

+

- have wr‘itten against the pstriarchal cﬁlture‘and. in

some cases, outside of it. Critics sought female

. discourse, one, t’o borrow from Michel Foucault, that .

wag not "dan;s le ‘VraJ." . and which was ‘and still is on

_the edges of the 't:rue, ac‘oepted yatr:.archal discourse.

The first stage tnen was to identify true fem’a,le discourse
and a.cquirp a body »of texts through which wcritical modes

| O A |
e b s .

fev - *

and theerié could be genez:ated».x - ' e -

L3

e

".In the’ 1960s, one saw re-editions of "dost"
works (fOr example. Chopin s he Awakeni_ng). a Prolii'er-

-

ation o:f anthologies of women 8 fig:t‘ion and poetry,“and j,,» )

3!
“the tirst wave of }etudies from a*”c'”learl& feminlst view-L

point groundpd iniwomen s history and culture. - Im tﬁhe
main, - these works estabfished a trada.tion para.llel to o
patriarehal culture gand history but did not bridge the .

gap between that ”true'»' eulture and -that of the female .
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polemical in the extreme,

65\

scholars, ’s‘uch: malyses remained informative at times,

The only connection made

between -the male true and female Other was the cursory

one of Other as victim of" the true, woman and her culture

as martyr and sacrifica to patriarchal ideology.

This

criticism does. however, mirror early findings in female

discourse:s

early 1iterary works both in coritent and form
reflected the power of pa‘criarchal ideology, in particu— :

lar 't:he ideology of true iﬂomanhood, but did not 80 far

beyond showing the negative aspects cf this and did“so

only to a limited and ineffectual d.egree.3 Both early

writers and recent feminis‘l: critics have been affacted.

as Mary Jacobus ‘gtates in her "The ‘Difference of View', L

by

W-omen writing within male discourse,

of the Bront'e's, George Eliot, Chopin ‘or Whart‘bn,"

*

<

the rift experienced by women writers in a

~

é

[
.

patriarchal society, where language itself may -.
re-ingcribe the siructures by which they are
oppressed....In this scheme, woman as ,gilent
bearer of ideoldgy (virgin, wife, mother) is

the necessary sacrifice to male gecularity,
worldliness, and tampering with forbidden
knowledge.
creates a reserve of purity and silence in the

materiality of its ¢
its noisy discourse.

She is the term by -which patriarchy
Eaffic with. the world and

such as in°the case

seemingiy
produced adefeminized discourse, a literature of martyr-

dom and. compromise; it deflnitely resulted--in the case

‘necessarily for women.,

, of early crities, such as Wollstonécraft, Vgoolf, Ellmann, .

Such cri't:icaJv; works denied or - )

9

"{Mllle‘t':'t—-lﬁ finger-poipting polemics against men but},not

O
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R ' L Re-vis:.cn -~ the act of looking back, . - ¢ -8 -
S © of seeing with fresh' eyes,- of ‘entering an old A
© 1 i, ' text from a hew critical direction -- is for ;

C iy

ovef'looked the poss:.bili'!:y that earli\er Writers* might S RN
haVe themselves been creating a.new and subtle female | R

discourse by subverting the male discourse wherein theirs

t

Emerged. L Lo S .

_ Con'sequenf phsses of i‘eminist criticism show .
R .again more political concern than critical conceptua.li-

L ; . zation, bu't the modes of" critical discourse become less -

oo npolen}icbalafénd more aesthetically and pmlcs_ophlcally "'I" .

- inf\émed’. B in 1971; both’ Tillie Olsen and Adrienne Ri‘cli." !

) presented talks at the MLA session on’ "The WOman Writer

. in the Twentieth Ceh‘tury, essays which would become E -

ST tcuchstones for feminist critics. Ironically, the . L '_ o
T writers shared feminist sentimen't: but not critical U : i

approa.ch and discipline. Co T R B |

. In her. "When We Dead Awakem Writing as’ | - N

> 4
‘

Re-Vision," Adrienne Ricrr callsd for .a new political S B ‘,'

o ¢

o women more than a chapter ‘in culfural historys .
A it.is an.act of survival....A.radical critique
e LY of literature, feminist in its impulse, would-

o

'] -

e Rlch"s presentaticn was highly subject:.ve and focussed . -

+take the work first of all as-a clue to how we
lj.ve° how we. have been living, how we have been -
led to imagine ourselves, héw olr - language hds
.trapped as well as liberated us, how the wery

act of naming has been . till now a male preroga-.
tive, and how we can begin to see and name. -~

and therefore live -- afresh....We’ need to know
the writing of the past, and know.it differently .
than we have ever known it; not to pass, gn a ‘
tradition but to break its hold over us. ‘
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,-on her duality of selves and the problems facing women
~writer§.. Her suggested critical methodology implied an

‘:sibility of the. oritic to work with politically correct
‘ texts or, at least, to make politically correct readings.
Despite the lack of clear critical method. her statements

-concept of re-vision remains an- eeeential one in feminist
' eritical theory. ‘ ) "

"Out of Twelvec ‘Writers Who Are Women in Our Century ’ . ‘J:

‘refocussed on' collective concernsx cartonical lacks. the T
,women writers as-portrayed in texts and found in actual=« ' !

‘.texts approached with critical objectivity ann the respon-

the same.

ﬂdichotomies of textuality versus materiallty, subaecti-

Cvity versus objectivity, politics versus poetlcs and

equally subjective dependence on text. and, as has become
4

clearer in her recent articles and spéeches, the respon-j '

N
A »
S 1 em Al

.

v
N .
Dby oo Ui

were taken up wholeheartedly by feminist critics. and the

sty

© pillie Olsen, while egually personal in her "One v

power of patriarchal ideology, the material reality of | Do
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Vity.7l Her euggested methodology depended on a body of

sibility of critics “to read and teach women s works and

experience. Olsen moved outside pure textuality into
materiality. past and present and asked critics to do

Most recent crlticism has also moved beyond the

e

toward eritical pluralism. The multiple approaches e

)

available do not however, lead to critical enervamion

R A

becanse they are ax variance; it put to correct use. éach < ”c,:



Joverlaps the first and third, resnlted in such a multi-

mathodologies in an attempt to order'sqmewnat the chaotic
- theory and praxis of feminists, avoiding at the same time

deep analysis of the convergence and recoil'of feminists’

‘Freudian,qseparatist and so on). Neely'S*first mode is

mode fulfills a critical task and elucidates a portion of
the larger feminist progect which Rich aptly perceived as
breaking the bonds of the anti-female world.

The gecond wave” of feminist criticism, which

Plicity of modes. Carol Neely and Annette Kolodny in
rEcent articles effectively differentiate and analyze
earlier methods, and they stand themselves as initiaxors ’
of a ‘third wave in critical discourse. .

In the second wave, we see g split between textu-
ality and 1deology. Carol Neely, in her "Feminist Modes
of Shakespearean Criticism: Compensatory, Justificatory,

Transformaxional." effers.a'néat“tripartite separation of

critical sympathies (for example, lesbian, Marxist,
compensatory criticism, this coming fast upon and at times
simultaneously ‘with a second mode, that of justificatory
enalysis. Compensatory -analysis uses women as point of )
entryAinto the text; it is, again, less a critical mode v
than -a form.of potent&al,self-identification. It seeks
to identify the images of women in literaxure in a search
for heroines or role models and, as Neely pOints out, "is’ ‘
embodied in the noticn, “Images of Women in Literature.. R
the title of numerous. pioneering women_s studies courses.'8 '

Eald
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It is, finaily, a critically ddbious mode and ls. 631 '
Neely states: - e ] ,
vulnerable to- obgections of ahistorlcity and s
wishful thinking and, what is worse, subject $o
. contamination by the, sex-role stereotypes aof" the
. culture in which the criticism exists and which
.1t is reacting against....Influenced by their own
* battles for equality, feminist critics may over-
compensate and attribute inappropriately or.too
. ehthusiastically to women characters qualities
* traditionally admired in men -- power,. aggressive-
ness, wit, sexual boldness.  Reversing but not
& discarding the conventional stereotypes, they may

compromlss both thelr interpretaxions and their
feminism.: .

<

.© .  The Justificatory mode, on the other hand, also‘

"mw."'

~seeks to identlfy female images but here w1th the aim of kN

t disclosing stereotypes, absence, woman as subordlnaze and

victlm to'male dominaxion, or, in other words, negaxive

role models. This mode' accepts "the tradltional dicho-

tomy, the stereotyplng of women, of the constraints of

patrlarchy"lo and axtempts to justify the powerlessness .

of women'characteré by qréwing'from historieal, égonpﬁic,‘;

‘gocial, and culturalAStuhigs'whicﬁ‘verify the powerlessness

of women in the writer's world. Neély shows that this mode

\glso has distinet critiéal we aknesgses:,

- ., As the first mode has difficulty defining the )

g . characteristics ef the heroines without reverting-
to some version of gex-role stereotypes, the
second mode has difficulty assessing patriarchy's
varied quality and weight...without falsely
rigidifying it....Such eriticism may be led to .
make the structures more monolithic or oppressive
than they are, to minimize both the freedom of
action of individual women within them and the
part such women play in determining their shape;

* the resuli,may be depressing -- and also un-
balanced.h

Neely clearly 'sees and warns of the thin line between
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ucrifigism‘and.polemic.

These first'two‘médes-of-analysis were most

useful for revisionary reading of patriarchal discourse

. . and were means of spadework and 1dentification. Asain, N

&
the final insights of second wave ‘critics concerned

‘canonical lacks and the presence of female/feminist
. .diqcourse gituated outside or submerged within male
| disdourse. These modes, however, were qot particularly(
+ useful to critics whose concern was the study of authors, )

"male or female, who were reexamining or reinferpreting

patriarchal ideology and symbolic systems of power rela=-

_tibnships within their texts. The various modes offerédh
'some entry p01nts ‘into the texts but perhaps only to Just,
. insgide the front door.

The most useful.mode for Neely is the most

“recent, one that has been attempted since the early 1960s
. but which has proven fairly impossible because of lack of
‘materfal and critical disciplineiuntil now. This final

mode is transformational analyais in which crities "in-

- terrogate the relatlons between male idealization of and

degradaxlon of women. between women as heroines and women

as victims, between ‘the patrlarchal text and the matrlar—

4

chal subtext."lz It is a mode which has its own clear

'lideologlcal base but whmch can incorporate, borrow, and

_transform methods from male critical discourse. It is

the potentlal Llink between femlnism and formalism,

‘feminigm and pogt-structu;a;lsm, feminlsm,and decongtruc- -

* .
%
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tioh, in short, ideology and aesthetics. It is an. analy-
tical mode which simultaneously draws from male discourse,
thus draning itself nearer to the paxriarchal true, ‘but
which -attempts finally to transform both the symbollc
and experiential universes of .male and female actions.‘
How it is. to make these transformations. how a cr;tic A

.

discovers and uses this mode, Neely does not say; that.

these trégsfbfmations will be made is her dream of third

wave criticism. . v

Sﬁnilarky. in her “Dancing Through the Minefield.
Annette Kolodny . reinvokes Rich's call for re-vision and
su;v}val and, like Neely, criticizes early c;itlcal wprk
for 1ts fall into traditional ideological trapss empha-
sls on archetypes, stereotypes, victimization, dichoto- .
mies, women as victims rather than women as agcnts of
power;‘ Shc:préises, instead, _such cfitic§ as Elien Moers,
Elaine Showalter, Susan Gubar and Sandra Gilbert for their
seafch for a fegale'ﬁragition and sensibility. Equally
important for Kolodny are the works which‘perceive "lit-
erature as a social institution embedded not only within
E;; own literary tréditions. butlclsofwithin the particu-~’
lar physical and mental artifacts of the society from
which it comes.”13 Kolodny goes on to suggest that we do

not gstop with the ideology within the text but instead go

‘further to analyzc‘the ideology of the text itself as cul-

tural artiféct and of the enterprise of critic;l analysis
as well. .She calls into question acts of canonization,

s

A -



as Judith Fetterley .puts.it, resgisting reader.
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+ acts of, rea.ding. acté 0y criticis‘m. end acts ‘of politics«

o (1) Literary history (and with, that, the histori-
city of literature)-is a fiction; (2) insofar as -

- we ‘are taught how' to re.ad, what we engage are not
texts but paradigns; and; finally, (3§ that since
the grounds upen’ which we' assign aesthetic value
to texts are never infallibple, unchangeable, or
~universal, we -must reexamine not only our aesthe-

L ' .~tics but, as well, the inherent biases and as-

Cen sumptlons informlng the critical methods ﬂhioh
S (Ln part) shape our aesthetic responses

T Following these premlses._Kolodny sees femlnist

9

criticlsm as -

that locus in “literary study where, in unceasing
effort, female self-consciousness. turns in .upon
itself, attempting to grasp the deepest conditions
of its own unique.and multiplicitous realities, in
the hope, eventually, of altering the very forms
through which the culture perceives, expresses,

' and knows itself,1l5 ,

' Again, as in Neely's piece, the mult1pli¢1ty of realitles

-require an equal multlpllcity of modes of analysis, and

Kolodny is comfortable with the pluralism of the thlrd

wave, She does, however, make clear that feminist eritics

! cannot merely borrow critical techniques piecémeal from " -
.male. critical discourse but muét either. transforﬁ these to
- complenent female self-oonsclousness or discard them en-

. tirely. The task of the feminlst crltlc, then, is a con-

tinuous one of contlnuous changec one seeks self-con-

.sciousness within and w1thout texts; one reads and

re-reads as an :mcreas:.ngly self- informed. informing, and,

16 The

convergence of life .and art for the writer and critic of R

. female/feminist discourse ié'dynamictaqd'dialectical‘both
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'in its disclosure and re-enactment of ideological opposi-

tions.

g

The third wave, thus, centers on consciousness

of self and consciousneés of difference, Feminist -

critics seek elaboration,ond analysis of not only'cultu?al~

constructs and imperaxives—-received ideas such as the.
ideology of true womanhood--but algo the specificity of

woman's experience and art .Virginia Woolf's questions

- "Ah, but what is ‘herself'? I mean, what is a woman?” hayo

_ ‘yet the same ansgwer: “I assure you, I do not know wi?

Neither has “the issue, of woman' 8 specific social and

éritical discourse. despite'Woolf and the. French feminista.

been fully analyzed nor can it be without further extensive
.work in as Kolodny and others point out linguigtics and )

language acquisztion ags-well ag revision in the fields of
peychoinalysis, anthropology, biology, and so on. What
is immediaxely open o%ythe critie, as Mary Jacobus points

out, is the complementary process of analyzing ®the ‘extent

to.which representation oppresses women to.the ways in -
which it may be ohélleﬂged ffom within and transfoimed by"
women theigselvos."18 In other words, while elaboration of
diffe;oncé continues, the literary critiec can otudy the
causality of difference: the material realityfof differ-

,:enoe and the br0cesoos by which difference is exprésaod

and given power by women artists.

‘In his The Archaeologx of Knowlegge. Miohel

Foucault studies the problems facing critics who. seek .

¢
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any case, we .must reconstitute another

e, rediscover the silent murmuring, the

e speech that animates from within

- the volece tha S, re-establish the' tiny,
invigible text that runs between and sometimes
collides with them. The analysis of thought is
always allegorical in relation to- the discourse
that it employs. Its question is unffélinglyb

" what was being said in what was said?

Jacobus, in her "The Difference—of View," places équal
‘emphasis on seeing and speaking what is gaid; though she

admits writing to be marginal and diffusive, she is
certain that there is a "quietly subversive power of
writing, its power to destabilise thé}ground on' which we

w20 racobus and third wave critics seek the true

stand.
history and discourse of women, ones which decenter in
crucial ways the patriarchal world view, They camnot as

yet delimit woman's specificity, but theylcan‘analyze the.

" process of woman's convergence and recoil with male

discourse and worlds. Difference for them is no longer
3

a term of dichotomy but of power ahg is-a continuum to~
which feminist criticism responds and in which it exists:

Difference is redefined, not as male versus
female--not as biologically constituted--but as
a multiplicity, joyousness and heterogeneity

. which is that of textuality itself. Writing,
the production of meaning, becomes the site both
of challenge and Otherness; rather than (as in
more traditional approaches) simply yielding the
themes and representation of female oppression.
Difference, in fact, becomes a traversal of the

oundaries. inscribed in Virginia Woolf's terms, .

but a traversal that exposes these very boundaries
for what they are-~the product of phallocentrice
discourse and of women's relation to patriarchal
culture, Though necessarily working within 'male’
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a - discourse, women's writing (in this schemej
? ‘would work ceaselessly to decg¥strgct it to -
write what cannot be written. :
LJ : ; ) As Foucault writes, "the problem is no longer one
. of f;adifion, of traclng a line, but one of division,; of
g lhnifs: it is no ionger’one of lasting foundations, but one.
- "- ofjtransfofmations that serve as new foun&axions. ohe re=-
- D building of founde.tions."22 First wave critics uncovered :
a subver81ve line of female digscourse, thus providing a ;‘
‘body of writing about which and with which feminists could
speak., Second wave critics. for, the most part, focussed
\' ’ ) on unitles--establishlng a counter-canon, unmasking,
-female sensibility and tradition--as well as continuiné
the polemics against paxriarchal theories and practices.,
‘ ’ ‘lhe fhlrd.wave eritics are attempting to traverse betﬁeen
L L " pure polemics.ana pure aeethetice;'their alm is that of
.social beintegrg%ion primarily achieved.throughlthéire-
. - o cognition and‘valorlzation of female tradition, discourse,
{:; - 1‘l“ and,cultore. The,new~£§minist cfiticism would be,\as ,
o Neely hopes, transfonnational and radical in that it g
would shatter the boundaries of patriarchal critical
discourse as it Lnfonms and is informed by the process
‘ of rebuildlmg the foundaxions. )
rf 'n o , The following work will study the female discourse
| " of Kate Chépin and Edith Wharton and will look at their work
‘- SN as both challenge and difference. Both Chopin and
Wharton worked prlmarlly w1thin boundaries set by male

discourse-—psychological,reallsm, local color. the novel

- N . . L
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‘of‘mamners--yet also inscribed therein ‘a response to . B 1='
'pa’criarchal language and ideology. They are both, thus. -
:jsocial crltics. and theirs is a socially significant
. fiction. Unlike comparable Qﬁ writers -of their time,
their focus-was not on individual aesthetics or portrayal ‘-, .’
of indlvidual vices and virtues; both merely used criti- ﬁ- s
cism of a particular, indivzdual cage to disclose larger J S
social gtructures. Neither do they r?eemble the political -
ideologues of .their day; the deep structural andqideolo- ,
glcal contradictibns within their discourse are left ,
urposely unresolved. Theirs is a nonpolemical but poli- . ;ia
ticaltart inm which the- disrnption of the rules of male ‘ :

1'discourse and of. the patriarchal world view are deeply

| but obviously embedded within. character, plot, theme. ,
They focus their discourse relentlessly oh the traversals f"
and boundaries as well as on the "abysses of aolitude"gB,q
“and alienation effected by social and ide¢logical imperaf RN
tives into which their characters wander or fall. .

Chapter One will explore the major extant criti-’ .

cismloh the authors. Chapter Two,will offer brief bio~,
graphical background and elucidate the authors' own critie
cal views on art As an entry into their discourse, I
will analyze in @h-apter Three what they dids the ideolégy -
of true womanhood. is construct of conventions, beliefs,
and prescribtions’ s central to their discourse and inteno; 2
Chapters Four and Five w1ll focus directly on’ their

‘dlscourse and analyze selected works as representaxive of -
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‘wofk Wharton comes to terms with her life search and offers

”1,; ‘ 18

EJel /—/‘

”Etheir’major concern: <the pertrayal and analy515 of the
limited world for women and thus the limited world of

Jucag&’for men. Chapter Four will discuss Chopin's major

transformational works and include readings of selected

éhorf stories, her historical materialist novel, At

. Fault, and her major work, The Awakening. Her last novel

is both a historical and a)literary/bhilosophicaiwfgre-
,sﬁaﬁcwing of Wharton's more detailed exploration 6f

social alienaxione éonsciousness, and revolt. These
analyses of Chopin's work Yill, then, lead up to the ]
pore’selective readings in Chapter Five of Wharton's early
novels.lnovelias. and short stories whicq fall infb five
progressively inclusive categoriss df,ideological content
and theme: wgman presented as wi;ling mart&r (short

sté;ies‘from 1893-1900, gheVggﬁchstoney'Sanc#Ung)x woman

.as soclal capital (short stories from 1900-1905, The'House
of Mirth); the paradigmatic portrayal and rejection bf the o

sacrifice-domination theories'(Etﬁan Frome, Summér,'The

Reef); woman as social ent:éﬁreneur'(The Cugtom of the
Country)s and a final compilétioﬁ of precediné'ideolbgicak-

prescriptions and reJectlon of the same as presented in _

Y-

.The Age of Innocence. This- fxnal sectlon acts as a

" natural conclusion to the dissertation since with this

her most radical social commentary and a final optim%stic
world view of the lndiVLdual recdncmled to partial rejec-

wtion of the old "true“ way of patrlarchal ideology and
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_* women's experience and d‘esire ach:.eves centrali’cy.
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partial sympathy with a new recons‘tituted world- in which

.

‘Ag-a

. .coda.. I will of:t‘er brlei' remarks about Chopin 8 final

o

\\/'\__a»a(e\nt@g and Wharton s later warks as well as comments
on the fugther work called for. 1n my own text. -

ihh‘e%d Wharton 8 female discourse, then,

wn.l.’L be presentad Nansfomatlonal in that it “dares

. and defies tha‘b whlch is bdth alienating and destruc-

”tive.

Ty -
N

As w1ll ‘oe d:.scu ed, theirs is a flc‘bion of lJ.m:.ts

. ©

.in which, as Jacobus wr ‘cess . .
.~ The transgresslbn-» of literary boundaries-- . .
. moments when gfructures.are shaken, when- -
- language refirses. to lie down meekly, or thé .
.marginal is brought into sudden focus, -or in- - -
‘telligibility itself refused--reveal not .only
- the conditions-of .possibility within which
: women"s wrlting ‘exists, but_what it would be
like to revolutionise them. :
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e - 1 Oh the su‘gject bf literature as ideologlcal
. - criticlsm, sde John Goode's "Woman and the-Literary Text"

L .~ -in The Rights and Wrongs of Women, edited by Juliet ‘
Mitchell and Ann Oakley (New Yorks Penguin Books, Ltd., .

.;:.' Williems and ‘Fredric Jameson. . -

2 Michel Foucault, "The Discourse on Language in -

- The Archaeology of Kihiowledge & The Discourse on Language,
> trans. by A.M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Harper & Row, \

-~ Publishers, .1972), p. 224. For further discussion .of :
Foucault's-general relevance to feminist critical” theory, ‘

S o gee Marcelle Thiébaux' "Foucault's-Fantasia for Femi- |,

nistss The Woman Réading” in Theo and Practice of
Feminigt Liter Criticism, edited by Gabriela Mora and
Karen S. V.an Hooft (Y silanti B:.lmgua.l Press/Editorial,
Bilingue, 982), PP, -61, '

v T > See for example the critical worké of Virgima.
Woéolf who, desplte her concern formwomen, -copntinually ,
wrote to a male audience and for their approval,:a fact -
pointed out by humerous feminist critics including. .

~, Adrienne Rich in her "When We Dead Awaken:: Writing as
: ->Re-Vision (1971)" in On Lies, Secrets,- and Silence:

) _'-» Selected Prose 1266 -1978 {New York: W.W. Norton & .

.- Company, 1979): This limitation in self-expression is
‘even more apparent in the works of the earliest writers

- in England and America whose discourse was clearly not
e ' within their control (implicitly or explicitly): see
, o ‘here ‘the works of Margery Kempe, Alice Thornton, Fanny -
. Burney, or Anne Bra:dstreet as examples of- this. -

1 . b Mary . Jacobus, "The Difference of View" in- g N
B Women Wri .and Writing. about Women; (New Yorks ~ Barnes -
. ' & No le Books, 1979), pD: 10-11. s e 2
5 Riech, ."When We Dead Awaken," p.-35. - - -

- -6 Rlch's ‘theories have at times come close to
e ’ pure dogma; until recently, radical separatist ‘cheory
and prac‘t:ice was, for her, the only correct way.

: 7 pillie Olsen,’ "Qne Out of Twelve: Writers : b
Who Are Women iy’ OQur Centuyry" in Silences (New Yorks

Dell Publishing, Co.. Inc., 1979), Pp. 22-46," oo

v, 8 Ca.rol ‘l‘homas Neely. "Feminist Modes of.

Shakespearean Crn.ticismz Compensatory, Jus'&ificatory .
Tnmsformatlonal Women's, Studles. 9‘; no. 1 (19810), .

. 1976), pp. 217-255 as well as recent works by Raymond - _
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t '9 Neéiyn "Fem}.nis‘b MOdeS,” 7. T P ,
Neely, “Feminist Mades,
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oo 1t Neely, "Femin::st Modes.,". 8-9. . F.

12 Neely, "Feminls‘t Modes " .9-:a. RO : SO

13 Annette Kolod.ny, ”Dancing Through 'the
Minefielda -Some’ “Observations on the Theory, Practice,

and Politics of a Femim.st Literary Criticism,"- Feginis i

Studies, 6, no. i (Spring 1980), 4.' ‘See also responses
to this article by Judith Kegan, Ga.rdiner, Elly Bulkin,

Rena Grasso Patterson,. and: Annette:Kolodny in " An'Inter-..

Kolodny. "Danc:mg, 8.

.
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dhange -on Feminist Criticisms _"ori 'Daneing through .the

Minefield,**: Feminist Studies. 8, no. 3 -(Fall 19 2),

629-675 , S ' S
1k ' 8, . - o

15 Koleodny "Dancing." 16-17.-"
16

- ' Judl'th Fetterley, The R sistin Reader: A
Feminist Approach’ to imerican Fiction ZBloommgton: ‘
- Tndiana UnlEversi ty Press. 1973) . . .

‘ ‘ 17 Virginia Wool:f’, "Professions for Women® in 3
S Women and Writing, edited by Michele Barrett (New. York: .

Harcourt 'Brace Jovarxov1ch. 1979), p. 60, . - —

18 Mary Jacobus. "Preface and Ackncwledgements"
in Women Writi and Writing About Women (New York: )
. Barnes & No le quks, 1979 s Pe 74" P -

o

19 Foucault, Archaeologx pp.: 27-28. J
ST s 20 ‘

. . Jacobus, "Difference," pp."“i8-i9.:;% =I"jf‘ )
Lo 21 - X

Jacobus, "'Diffe'r'ence," pp. 12-13.°
: . Foucault, Arch@ ologZy,. D. .5.

- 23 Kate Chopin, The iwakehing in The Complete -
Works .of Kate Chopin, edited by Per Seyersteﬁ“ZBaton

Rou Y Loulslana State University Presa, 1969). II.
930 ° —, . . ) . . T
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.CH'APTER ONE: CRITICAL OVERVIEW

oY

The easiest yet the most distressing phase of
feminist criticism is the study of .previous critical -
responses to women writers. It ig.edsy in that it is,
spadework which usually uncovers little that provokes -

‘serious critical thought; it is almost stultifying in

that it uncovers S0 much which is eminently facile, ‘
spurious, and, worst of. all. considered as definltive and

which therefore necessitates serious critical attention.

of women writers who suffered at the hands of critics not

because of critical disagreement but, rather, becauge of

’ ideologie,,al biases which are external to proper critn.cal

procegses. A brief overview of ma,]’or ‘criticism on C'hopln

and Wh}arton w1ll make thJ.s clea:c.

¥

Kate Chopin is perhaps best known for the Ceritical
damnation exercised againgt her. It is literary legend

that critical ’and popular responses "to The Awa.ken:mg

‘killed her, One can certainly speculate that the attack

on her work hastened her death but ‘such conjecture -has .

little to do with literary criticism. It is, however, a '

~ significant fact that the critlcal ‘onslaught in 1899

k:x.lled her literary reputation and destroyed her 'market~
ability and, he’nce. a.uda.ence., Qne can ‘a.lso post}xlate

."Both Chopin and Wharton, unfortunately, are model examples'
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‘t'h_gt herq’prc-1'899 cri;bi_.cisni helped in her li‘te'rary

demise. The response to her before The Awakening did not’

‘shore up her reputation and dei‘cnses for the bjattle to

come.

. Chaopin at fj.rst was eimply seen as another local
colorist in a long line of Southern writers of whom the
greats had already been designated, notably Joel Chandler

Harris and George Washington Cable. Even recent critics

' of regionalist literature include her in lists of authors, .

rictihg as an aéidq that she actually did not and does not

fi‘t;t}{e ‘conventions or. concerns of local colorists. Sen-

timent'ai and regionalish: women vfriters of the 1800s, with
Tew exceptions. advocated 'cradit:.ona.l social models; their

‘ reflective consciousness determined literary modes~-

romance and me,lodrama—-andstressed acceptance and, con~

-+" gequently, alienation of uniactuaJ;ized' individ\gals from

their socizal selves, ’Loca.l' color fiction w'as profoundly

. negative in that it was a looking backward for a galden

age which, .of course, had never ezisted. It denied

t

progress, transformation. It is- clear from. Chopin’

BN . ' .
earliest stories.that looking baclcward wag: not her in{:ent .
‘nor that reglonallst flctlon was her only forte or limlta-

. tion, but eritics would not applaud this unt:Ll long after

her death. Instead, her contemporary crltlcs avon'.ded,
detailed analysis of her work and seemed coptent to offer’

impressions, suggestions, gracious compliments and variods

.skctchés of the artist at work. -This type of anaiysisfwas

i
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undoubtedly cons:Ldered adequate both as criticism and re-

portage in its time, and examples are now readily available

to modern critics in A Kate Chopin Mlscellanx (see, for

example, Sue V, Moore's authorized sketch or William
Schuyler's review/interv::.ew).1 Such crlticism offers .

valuable information and gome random critical iﬁsights;

but it is certainly not a critical disc‘ourse establishing . K

a major writer in the canon.

Chopin was also classified early on as a mistress

. of the sh rt story form but not of the novel. This indi-

cates the |critics' desire to label and confine. her as
local colarist yet agaim the short story was the'ferte.
of regionalists or of "clever" writers such as Guy de |
Maupassant. In addition, since\ the sh_opt story fom was
a minor qle, a writer of ‘the sake was therefore equally
minor. Tp complicate the igsue ?further. the cr:.tic:.sm on

her storiles was similar to that dlscussed above, itself

'minor in its critical intent and acuity. Moreover, ‘no.

‘major ¢riticism on Chopin's first novel, At Fault,

appeared until very recently.‘ The novel itself wag hard
‘to‘csome by because of its limited publication. This last

~ fact merely points out the concerted attempt by eritics

and publishers to disregard Chopin the novelist and to
keep her writing short stories. It was ﬂet until she was

fully established as a short story writer that her third

'pavel was accorded "critical® attention.

This. .prcp'er attention, of course, was the nailing

‘
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down of the coffin lid. ' Earlier correspondence between

25

, nChopin and her various editors reveal tha‘f she had been = . -
"agked in severcl instances to rewrlte stories s::ons;Ldered,t ',', .’.7‘ Lo
ae too indelicate or immoral for her audience. Certain - -
pieces were refusedx o‘thers were never even submit*téd; Ae( ‘ :
. . second novel was destroyed a.f‘ter fruitless attemp't:s ‘t:o
find a publisher. Yet even thls correspondence—-and
~cri1‘;ical muttering--could' not have prepared Chogln for

" the critical reaction to The Awakening nor can recent -

- critlce fully realize what can only be called <the hatchet

job done on Chopin the writer and woman. Margaret

{

Culley's excellent edition of the novel now 'm;ake's avail-~

" able a collection of contemporary reviews which are as- '
. "t:ounding for their rabidity, morbidity, intolerance, and g _
‘Venomous sexigm. . Chopin's themes of the sexual and eociel
vawe’kening of ewomen clearly insulted or frighteried her
andience and the literary establishment; the challenge of ‘
’ the book, the transformation effected within, clearly boded
Ceo 111 if ic;'ansla'l:e‘d":mto the world outside the text. Chopin S
was ca_s“c'igei‘ted for writing unhealthy sex fiction, flawless .
art without morals, a study in ﬁzorbidity better suited to-
psychological textbooks, animalism in words which‘debased o
2 S

human nature, proved vulg_ar, corrupted, smelled. Perhaps

the most interesting critical statement is that of the

Providence Sunday Journal eritic: "We -are fain to believe
that M:Lss Chopin did not hergelf re alize what she was domg
when she wrote it."j By late 1899, then, Chopin in the
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eyes of her critics and audience was no longer a quaint

regionalist or a feminine Maupassan‘l:; -she was not even

Kate Chopin. in extraordinary incident of critical and-

. personal erasure. thisgs however, the woman writer would

':,not remain silent. ' _— ; S e

3

: Between 1900-1930, Chopin was brought back into

c the fold But--again--within studies on regionaIfsts and

short’ story writers. Daniel. S. Rankins published Ph. D.

disser‘tation of 1932. Katg Chopin @g Her Creole Sto:-ies,‘

-offered new 15\iographical material and a collection of her
storie;e. His analysls of her works and notably ‘l‘he
Awakening, nevertheless, did not offer eignifican'cly re-
visionary readings.. Little major work appeared until
'Cyrille Arnavon s 1953 infroduct:.on to 8 French edition

of Ihe Awakenin ’ retitled as Edna; this impor't:ant piece.

however, was virtually unavailahle to critics until re—

J .

cently with its inclusion in A _Kate Chopin Miscellanx.

* Chopin remained for all intents and critical purposes a

shadowy figure on the edge of the canon.
Present -day Chopin critics can virtually recite
-a litany of those schola.rs ‘who beginning in the 1960s re-

_ “awakened interest in Chopin., Again. Margarst Culley's

book is invaluable.in its overview of recent critieism on

Chopin. Viewmg the entire body of critical thought, one

' ‘finds essays of bewilderment concerning Chopin's gilencing

snd n_eglect, for example those “of Larzer Z:.ff Edmund
Wilson, fandustanley Kauffmann. ' One- sees, finally, serious
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" their dissertations “and articles. On the other hand, one :

- valuable in that it’points to literary and ideological.

] 27

literary. criticism on Crropin's fom and- content, for.
example in the egsays of Kenneth Eble, Robert Cantwell, -

and Lewis Leary., Most important for’ critiqs and readers .

-alike, of course, is Per Seyersted's 1969 edition of The

Complete wOrks of Kate ChOQisn. The body'of work is, at - R )

last, available, and' clearly critical interest J.ntensifles.

In the last decade have come both -the most crl.‘bical

/

and most problematic studies of Chopin. on the one }}and.'-'

one is offered the az:a.].ytical and biographical work of

"Seyersted in, his Kate Chopg.n and the cmtlca.l and SOCZLO-

logical readmgs done by Emily Toth and Robert Arner m .

has . to contend with the veritable outpouring of compensda-",
tory and justificatory ,i\‘eminis‘c analysis on Chop‘iﬁ and '

notably her last novel. The recent criticism is highly -

concerns and methods, yet it is also clear that only now
with the full availability of Chopin'so pep,e_rs_md acceSsL
to existent critical discourse on Chopin can her work be
entered correctly and c'oxepletely. It hae become accepted“
to view Chopin as a potenjt;ielly major iite‘ra.ry figure, but.

a more transformational feminist criticism is necessary

before it can be determined exactly where Chopin's social

fiction stands in relation to canonic and female discourse.
Anne Goodwyn Jones' excellent chapter on Chopin in her

very recent Tomorrow Is Another Day: The Wolan Writer in

the South 1859 1936 is such a new direction in crltlca.l

!

J oL ‘
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Much the séme'c‘ase‘ ig true fé;r 'ﬁdith Whart'onf‘.-' .
That her work stands ag a link between 19th and ZOth .
century literary and caltural sensibilities is evident. .
It is customary to place her in the tradltional and pro- . ,,
gresgive Howella—James-Fitzgerald line; or, as 1‘Jl1chafe:,lL | |
~Millgate has astutely observed: L o

"Edith Wharton occupies an extremely important
intermediary position between James and Fitz- ,
geralds indeed, we might argue that Fitzgerald . .
could hardly have written The Great Gatsb ,

J. 'without The Custom of the Country, t'is

. beyond argument that The Custom of the Country
itself. could not have been writien without %
whole body of. James g achievement behind it.

5

' B'eyOn'd this elementary po:mt,‘ however,' there: is lit'tle o

;to paraphrase an early .o |
critic s. Jab at Wharton, in most cases ‘it seemed to ‘be h
the crit:.cs ‘only aim “to dish ﬁhartoﬂ flor the sa.ka of

the sensation of dishing her."5 Whar'ton s work from its T

> L

publica-tion da‘te to the present day, has been criticized

s

for I.ts supposed da:ted ccntent and reactionary phllosophy. IR

Marilyn Jones Lyde, in her 1959 s‘tudy of Wharton, summed

-

~

Too liberal for the Victarians. she was. -
" overly moralistic' for twentieth-c¢entury naturalism._
.. Worst of all, from .the modern point of view, she ..~
'wag writing of the wrong class;.in a.period which
‘the critiecs 1ike “to describe .as an age of brute
struggle for survival, she continued to concern
herself with ‘the nice moral issues which.confront
the privileged set and have nothing to do with.
the rise of ghe magses or the union demand for a.
- hlgher wage.

More recently. in his 1978 introduction to0 The Edi‘th o : ;
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Wharton Omnibus,' Gore Vidal has gpoken agai:ns‘& a mére

pers;:nal biag evident in criticisxn‘ori hers "Due to her
sex, class (in every senge}, and place of residence, she )
has been denied her proper place in the nea.r«-empty pan-‘
theon of American literature."7 A brief overv1ew of ma,aoi‘ '
critical trends will make 'clear the need for a total |
re-evaluation of Wharton's stature. as writer and social

N
LN

Ironieally enough, it is Henry James who must

" -bear partial blame for the critical biases against Wharton.
" Jemes became a close friend of -hers in 1903 and remained

'so until his death., However, their critical disagreements

were many; their friendship was obviously not one of

'master and disciple. By the mid-1900s, Wharton was al-"

ready staggarmg under the weighty tltle of *Great -

American authcr or considered, at leasjt. as the greatest

" woman writer of her day. James iead her first two books

in 1902 and, in a much-quoted letter, wrote that he wanted

\only "to get hold of the little lady and pump the pure

essence of my wisdom and experience into her. She must be )

tethered in native pastures, even if it reduces her to-a -

8

back-yard in New York."® He also spoke of her "cleverness."

a label that--coupled with the equally if subtly condes-

‘cending term "brillianey"--would haunt her throughout her

career., La‘ter', in James's important review of The Custom

of the Country, he further set her up for critical mig-

W

reading by praising Wharton's "particular fine.asperity” as
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© . .- to go to seek another instdnce of the dry, or .. = -.

D

N 30 - . 3
3
, her chief literary virtue, extrapolating 'chat ta;lent into, . .

14
- P 3

what aeems now. a sort of literary tra:usVeetitism: o7 L

. A shade of asperity may be in Such i‘ashion L
. security against waste, and ’'in the dearth of . LA
. ' . -displayed securities we should welcome it on = - i

"that ground alcne. It helps at any rate to’ . L
- constitute for the talent manifest in 'The- . - = *+ =1
ot --Cuetom' a rare identity, so far should we have .. - i

call it perhaps even the hard, intellectual: - W
. 7 . touch in the soft, or call it perhaps even the ’ :
" | humid, temperamental air; in other words of the. .
masculine -conclusion tending so to crown the E ’ x
feminine observation.9 R :

i -
i

Singlehandedly, then, James promulga‘ted the my'l:hs of her .
discipleship to him, the couplmg of” her genius with re- .
sidency in New York, anclS the sgper:.ority-of masou],ine, o
sden'sibility‘to feminine sensitivity. lini’or‘tﬁnétaiy, these R
biases remained constant, in varying degrees of intensity. :

SR

“until very recently. o .

Ftbeg,
.

James, of course, was writ:.ng in tuna with the v

2oy

" times--supporting the still active 19th century concapts . :

of womanhood and art--as well as in defense of his own - . I
. aesthetic formula‘tions and, at that time, wam.ng popular-

ity. His true dlsoiples, who were many, carried on his, 3

as it were, crlitical damning with faint praise. Parti- . '

cularly notable is Percy Lubbock in his Portrait of Edith

Wharton _(1794?) 'which'wes considered a o;itioal biography
. but reads, rather, as a snappish personal attack on
| Wharton as woman and Wharton as impatient and limited
student of the Master. A'majority of 19508 criticiam
continued in ‘che game vein; at that time, interest in the
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area of literary technique wag paramount, , and both James
and thzgerald reigned supreme in the pantheon of form.
- Wharton was interesting only as a somewhat dulled mirror e

image of James's techm.cal precepts, and her work was not

. viewed as original in either form or con‘ten’t This tradi-'°_ ,
) tional attz.tude toward Whar'ton began to break down only
with the publication of Millicent Bell's book, Edith - ]

Wharton & Henry Jamess The Stog of Their Friendship
(1965), in which Bell disproved Lubbock’ s assertion that

Wharto;1 "was lierself a novel 'of his ﬁanxes'§7.:' no doubt in.
his earlier manner."lo However:, man;v 19603 critic’s‘i-—) o o
. sbtch as the self-labelled Jacobite, Louis Auchincloss--

. ‘, * upheld the J'ames:.an domination theory, and it is only with‘
. theﬁ clearly Whartonian studies of the 1'970,5--1"01' example‘, N
Cynthis Wolff's A Feast of Words: The Triumph of Edith .'
Wharton and R.W.B. Lewis' Edith Whartons A, Blogragﬁx-- -

. ’ © that one sees Wharton "moving down from the llterary
att:.c--where she was relegated U.n'tll recently as a sort of
“Henry James ‘im corsets--iﬁto-the front psa:rlor."]‘1 N ’- -

The biases -of sex and clags die hard ih‘t'ha.t ‘théy'

are perhaps more personal and are also more socially con'-'
ditioned regponses than cultivated biases of a.esthetic
preferences. Edi:th Wharton was for critics and  public
alike one of a new breed of American writers: she was a

, member of the affluent upper class as well as Scr:bner s
“'\i chief moneymaker whose novels focussed unremlt'tlngly upon .

dark visions of aliena't:lon and compromise. As.John .- T

: - -~ . B
. ar
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- mjﬂ‘: T Ha’rvey wrnfe in "Contras'ting Worlds: A Study in the

€
-

A Ndvols of Edith Wha.r‘con 1° "That a member_of this inbred,
i 3 over-civilj:‘,zed gociety should become a professﬁona.l writer
wasg in'bits'el,f unusyal, that a woman should do so was in-

o 5’-cr‘,ed.i.ble;"]'-‘2 More nearly impoasible than incredible is |

‘ ) that wha.;-ton could have Dbeen accepted :widaly ag a great ;;l‘_‘
e L writer--regardless of her sex—-b& her contemporaries. The

standard response up to the 1930s toward Whartgl:;.\ as' to

. any woman writer, is succinctly represented by Elizabeth

- 'A A. Drew's piece, *Is There a ‘'Feminine'’ Fiction?" in which

o she writess j o ’

. " ...when all is said, and in spite .of the feminists ‘,y,

e ] . with the queen bee in their bomnets, the fact
AP - ’ remains that the creative geniugs of woman remainsg

A narrowér than that of man, even in the novel.... :

e e T In spite of eqhal educatieki and equal opportunity, ,
sl ET ‘.« _-the scope of wgman remains still smaJ.ler than the . :
Seore ot 0 . scope of man.,‘ - - T j

9 " ‘ ) of cdu;'s;e, Whartc}n,v.as James intimated and Lubbock casfi-'- » -
. - . ‘ ;g.ated.' wag congidered to have "a very feminine conscioﬁs- . i
NARY ) ‘ ' . ’ nlLF s - . "

e . mness and a very masculine mind, This concept of bi-
“"‘;"’ , .u . ' sexual;meqfality led to her being attacked on both gides. - | O
She w;s 'cri‘ticiz.;d by female critics as being too cruel a: - '’ |
@riter--too masculine or inhuman--versus, for example,
' ‘4‘ . Sarah -Orne Jewett; male critics lambasted her for being

" an elderly ssmi-male Minerva, w15 an essentially * sexless“lé

' ==here read defeminized or inhum,an--writer. Wharton was -
more. than awar,,é of this form of pre judices’ thouéh she
| 6ftgjn‘l .jokingly" si)oke about herself as a SSlfamadé man, she
(‘ f . _regue;t'gq '1;1:1‘at' her private papers remaip éé?iqd until '1968,’ _. .

i
[
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_WOl.ff's 1977 major s’cudy. A Feast of Words.

-‘Ur

"'till. she eaid. 'T shall be no lenger regarded as a -

woman but only ag a writer in the long line o:t write‘rs 117

_Howeve:g, one particularly in:;urious form of pritical ana-

lysis- arose, directly from Wharton s reticence toward,

~.

eelf-expoeuren that is, critical interpretation based
upon biographical - epecula‘gion. Avoiding direc't: eexua’l
agsault, critics indipectly censured Wharton by .tr%e:tsing
her work as the psychologica.l working eut ‘of the traumas
of childhood, feminine-sexual frustratfcn. extramarital

Oow Elad

dalliances and consequent guilt. Edmund Wilson s essay,

_J "'Justice to Edith Wharton" (1938), most clearly opens this )
~ line of inqﬁuiry;aﬁ(it has been revitalized by the

release of her private papers - as can be’ seen in Cynthia

LIS

Some recent critics. fortunately, see no need to -
discount either Wharton's sex or ees‘thetics. On the other

LSy
'

hacnd, feminist criticism can offer new trapdoors of mi,s-

mading in its rationalj.zation or condemnation of Wha.rton .8

3

supposed atti’cudes towa.rd women, another instance of i
forc:.ng contemporary labels--he“re "feminist” or anti-.u
feminist"--upon the material under inve‘etiga.tlon. labele
tha‘t are not strietly applicable in elther a historical or
eociologlca.l sense. In centrast*, Elizabeth Amnons' recent

e -

gtudy of Wharton and the ”woman questiori.", 2dith Wgarton 3

Argument wiﬁh imerica, suggests the highly crltica.l -and
e?cholarly mode of transformational analysis ayailable to

femmist cri’cics today. ' LT s

¢
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One_fu’rﬁher bias_‘must be conside-re'dx‘ prejudice

under. the guise of social consciousness. Wharton did not °

“have to wait until the 1930s to be attacked for her non-

"pro‘letérim«ma‘t;eriél.‘ Early in the 1500s, she was criti-

~ cized for her status in the upper class. For example,

Julia R. Tlitwiler, ‘in her 1§03 "description” of Edith -«

‘Wharton, writes: J S
L For Mrs. Wharton belongs to that small and ex- .
clusive chapter of artists who have achieéled
without the accepted incentives to achievement.
In one sénge born to the place she has made her
, own in creative art, in another she has won it°
. . from the inaccessgible seclusion of wealth and
" social position-~she is wholly without the knowe
ledgé of life learned through study of the .
. sordid and. brutal face: it turns upon those who
struggle. with 'the meanness of opportunity' or
o are ixfé’im,ate with the clamoring needs of the

‘body.

Easily grafted 6zito this view is sexual prejudice as can. . % -

be seen in John Curtis Uz:lderwdbd"s remarks on Wharton's

Y, "brilliancy”s

Brilliancy is a patrician quality, of the super-
ficial, by the superficial, for the superficial.
R It is intrinsically alien to the genius of the
> . - 7 Anglo-Saxon world), in particular’' to that of its
e male half; and the great mass of the world in
: “"general has gome reason for looking at it with .

guspicion.19 '
" -In the 19308, this view all but consigned-Wharton to the .

clever but forgettable genteel tradition. V.L. Parrington °

n20

‘called her q[ "temperamental aristocrat, a conservative

on‘'the side of a "sterile world of,cla:ss conventions and -

-

_ . negationsi a decadent Victori‘anism.f‘?l Granville Hicks

‘cited her as a sort of gentéel muckraker but, on the °
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whole, ‘Wharton's form and content were conside;'ed 'zfe.ac;
tionary (here read both politicallir':wror;g,and aestheti- '
cally .spurious), and she, was ié'nored or "put in her gla“ce" .
by radical critics. Again, in the late 1930s, this bias
became less pr;nmmced; however, as late as the £9Sbs. 4
.one finds céunterat;ackas o a disguiséd bu% still opera-’
‘tive class bias as when Patricia Plante writes in her

1962 "Edith Wharton: A Prophet Without Due Honor": "It

‘is an inverted form of snobbery to hold that truth can .

énly be found among the poor and the umler-p::'i.vi.'l.eged."22 '

Generally, ‘one finds Wharton discussed as an anthropolo-
gist of'a vanished era, a novelist of manners--that is, a
snobbish social reporter for New York's 400--but little
more. She is ‘considered by traditional critiecs to be a

major woman writer (here read.of mlnor importance to male

discourse), but she, like Chopin, remains a.figure on the

"aristocrat, reactionary, expatriate, Jacobite--lies

edge of fhe canon. ‘ o

Such excessive terminological baggage--"woman,”

heavil& on Wharton's work, and in order to avoid the :
critical pitfall of such facile labelling, one must return
to the texts~--both fiction and non-fiction--in order to ‘
redetermine &ha.rton's contribution. to the tradition of .
American literature, female discourse, and her:relevmce-'

for modern day readei's. So too the tagging of. Chopin--
'regianalis:t:, ldcal colorist, sentimentalist, short stqry

artigt--must be reexamined in terms of her own intent and

>

v,
[
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CHAPTER TWO: . LIFE AND ART

Kate Chopin was born in 1850 of Irish and Creole .

parents in the slave city of St. Louls and lived to see

‘the emanc;paxipn; the industrial transformation of feudal

plantation life, and the arrival of seemingly'"évery facet

' of the world's achievement, in industry, science, litera-

ture and the afts"l‘to her South befare her death on
22 August 1904, Her extended family on her mother's side

was an established anquroéperous Creole clan; her immi-<

_grant father was a successful merchant and railroad

founder. After the father's,accideptal death in 1855, she
was brought up by a French 'matriarchy of three generations
of related Creole w.cSmen.2 Her family supported the South

during the Civil War, and Kate's activities earned her

. the nickname of "St. Louis' Littlest Rebel.” After the

war, she was schooled outside the home and received the

.necessary education of ‘a Southern lady, coming out as a

debutante in 1868.
In 1870, she married Oscar Chopin, a Creole who i
was distantly related to her, moved to his plantations in.

Louigiana, and led a genteel_énd gomewhat independent

~ life as his chatelaine, Before the‘ age of thirty, she

had had five sons and oné'daughter. At thirty-two, she
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was widowed, and after overseeing the‘plantations~fbr a
year, she returned to¢ St. Louis. By 1885, she was “
without close relatives, her éupportive mam;iarcﬁy
ending with her mother's death. 'Itlwaa only after this
and at the urging of a family frignd that she turned té
gerious and salable writing. Between 1888 and-i90h, she
produced three novels, some one hundred stories, various
sketches, poems, a one-act play, and séveral critical
essays, many of these written in her 11v1ng rooms while
she was surrounded by her children. She was considered

a successful and fashionable writer before The Awakening;

after 1899, she produced little work, and much.of this
remained unpublished.

Her writing career and deep interest in literature

began, of course, long before her widowhood. Contrary to

contemporary reports, she was not a spontaneéds and
aesthetically naive writer ariaing from.thg.legion of"
"seribbling ladies." Her mental ﬁraparation aAd stuay:of
technique wer§~in fact quite extensive; Per Seyersted and
Emily Toth, notably, offer detailed, verifiablé; and con-’
jectural background on her artistic developmént and in-

fluences.

Chopin, unlike many women of her tlme. read and

read widely; she seems not to have suffered the reatrictions

~ of cenaorship Wharton did. In addition to written texts,

Chopin was steeped in oral story-telling by her great-
grandmother who favored historj,.cal and fanciful tales of

-
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those who defied SOCialnequgtaxiéns; Chopin also kept

various diaries and commonplace books, and from these we

. can reconstruct her self-eduéation ag a writer.

By the age of twenty, Chopin had studied and at: &
times critiqued "such authors as:Dante,'Cérvantes,
Corneille, Racine, Molibre, Mme. d¢ Staél, Chateaubriand,
Goethg, Colepidge. Jane Austen, éharlotte Bront§,"and '
Longfeliow."3 She was also dréwn'to literature of re-

bellion, particularly that fscussing on. the woman

«question. Her private notes contained numerous quota-

tions on the subject, gome with marked copy but none with
her qwh commenfgry. Howevgr,“it is certain that'one.such}
unconventfbnal‘story, in this case Bjgrnst jerne ijfnsonié'.
The Fisher Maiden, inspired her earliest extant piece,
"Emancipaxion.‘ A Life Fable" written in 1869 or 1870;and/ ‘
left unpublished in her lifgtime} It is not surprising, ‘
moreover, that‘she éaye up writing for nearly twenty
years; no natter how liberal her early life might have
been, the .content of this fable and the progress of her
self;education showed her conéciousness of the différéncé
betweeh‘liberalhideology and a liberated life. For half
of her own life, she was a dutiful and seeﬁing}y contented -
dAa‘ngl}ter,iwifel and mother; she spent the‘final'haif
writing’ay‘her best about women who could neither make
%he leap she had toward pérsonal liberation nor content

themselves with -traditional and restrictive feminine roles

advocated by society.

<«
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Five years after her husband's death, Chopin

began her career as writer.with a public, By then she

" had read widely in .science, phllOSOPth and llterature.

works ‘which influenced not only her private philosophy
but also the public expression of the same through her

fiction. Her earliest stories showed a marked concern

. with psyohological symbollsm. psychological portralture

of women at odds with the world, "and distanced or amoral
narratlon. This also holds true 'for her, first novel,

At Fault (1890), -which she published and - promoted"
herself. Parts of the novel 'are preferable.to the

whole; in particular, the previously taboo subject of .

* divorce is opehl§‘treated and central to the work. How-'

evelr, as has been previously'staxed, this novel was con-

gciously ignored by critics who preferred Chopin as short

story artist though -she herseélf denied .2 gkill and pre;
ference for one literary‘form over anothera .
Nevertheless, after the rejection.of'a second
novel, Chopin did seem to retﬁrn to the short séory
fofm. Between 1891 1894, she wrote'some forty stories
and sketches. She published these flrst in national
magazines and later collected twenty-three pieces in

Bayou Folk: (1894). By then she was firmly established
,,with the public and critical press as a local colorist.

This position was maintained with the reception of A

Al

Nighf in Acadien(i897)_whioh collected pre-1896 stories;
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ﬁawevef, this anthology was less popular than her first'

' since few of the stories were obviously local color but

many we\e\small Aw enings. 'So too were most of her
stories.writtqn in 1897. It is ev1dent that Chopin in-
tended her third novel to be her most polished and de-
liberate work, and that many of her earlier pieces, though
masterful in their own right, were ﬁartiél, rough sketches
for this final masterpiece. | ’
Eqpaliy important-ax this point in her dareer was'
the publicaxlon of a geries of short crltical essays,
Chopin was extremely reticent about discu351ng her speci-
fic techn1ques$and intention or of offering hersglf as
artistic model. She also waé loathe to'suggest‘any in-
terpretation or view of her work which might be taken as
definitive; for Chopin, "truth rests upon a shifting ,

b Cne can conjectdfa.

bagis and is apt to be kaleidoscopic."”
then, that her intent in theaé essays was-to 'show hervlit-
erary influences and sensibility, if obliquely, and to
position herself within speclfic literary movements, if-
\ly by implication. =

'What is immediately evident is that Chopin did l

' not consider herself one with the regionallsts or local

colqr artists. In her "The Western Assoclatlon of . "
Writers," she makes clear that the ‘limited scope of those
writers denied the true subJect of art: "human existence

in its subtle,icomplex. true meaning, strlpped of the

veil wi;h‘Which‘ethical and conventiongl standards have’

i , . - . . . >
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d;aped 1t nFurthermora. in her review entitled
"'Crumbling Idols’ by Hamlin Garland,"” she showed little _
sympaxhy for social problem fiction in its pure form;
neither did she show any favor toward didacticism or sen- -

timentality. Rather, she seems closer to what Adrienne

‘Ricp recently states as the design and intent of feminist

writers: ”to render those parts of the truth ‘that we are
best dble to embody, knowing that others are at work on
other parts of the prco:ject...."6 Chopin saw art as a
form of individual expression of individual truths, some

individual truths being shared by many individuals, and

for her and for her favored authors, art was ‘en expression

which was seemingly amoralistic in its form but extremely

moralistic in its content in that there were no sub jects
érue‘to thé life'df the writer that could or should not

be presented. Hgf‘éppreciation of Maupaasanf. Whitman,
Jewett, and Mary E. Wilkins Freeman, in particular, reveal
ﬁef‘affinity with practitioners of masterfully controlled
technique;-particularly in the areas of characterization,
plot development, and point of vieW--aﬁd with purveyors

of a new, modern fiction of passioen, psychological insight,

. and social realism.

Chopin would publicly maintain that her writing

was "the spontaneous expression of impressions gaﬁhered

goodness knows where"” and that she was "completely at the-

,‘mqref'of unconscious selection."? This appears to have

‘been a.reaqtibn'against critics and the invasion of her
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privacy: or, as Chopin writes: "the victim cannot take
: 8 However, her private diaries

and some few comments in her essays point to the contrary:
that she was highly aware of her own style and limitatiorfs
and that she avidly studied and imitated the technique of
Maupassant and Jewatt. Her "Impressions" of 1894 also
indicate her preferred content; for her, Freem'an's "Pem-
broke is the most profonnd,— the most powerfx.zl piece of

fiction of its kind that has ever come from the American

prass.“9 That grim 'novel of pasaionate, unconventional

3

‘love was adjudged by major critics as a crude, sa.lacious

‘loeal color piece; just so would Chopin's The: Awakening

be received in 1899. Chopin, in brief, did make clear -
what company she kept. When critics finally heard her,
they consigned her and some of that company to a literary/

__‘/,//

-

Chopin does\no“l':. however, ever openly state he};“

. 'éentral sub ject or theme. --Most critics readily agree

that he:r major theme is the defiance of woman aga.ms-t
gocial coénvention and patriarchgl 1deolog'y. Emily Toth,
in her Ph.D. dissertation, links Chopin with the domestic

and plantation traditions and, more importantly, deline-’
P .
ates the all-pervasiveness of the woman question in the -

10

gsocial criticism and fiction of the day. Since the

:Ldeology of true womanhood was central in Ch0p1n s IJ.fe. ’
:Lt ig not surprls:mg that this was the maJor 1mpress:.on

.

or .tru‘th she ‘mlght wish to express. What ig astonishing

: 3 (S ‘
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. game time, the greater possiblllty for self-compromise

ié;é théx she had the temerity to present implicit critiques
‘aof'social'cohventions and ideology within her fiction.

. Her subversgive artistry can best be understoqp as an

x

: extensmon of her private philosophy and pessimlstic world

] viewﬁ She did not believe inTeither ethical absolutes or

total absence of "ethics, nor did she see her world as

. progr9531ve or retrogressive. For Chopin, each indivi-

dual--particularly each woman--possessed infinite poten~

tial for self- -fulfillment and expression but alsoc, at the

r

and selffdestructionﬂ And these two faces of the same

"..coin were hat purely of‘pature but also of nurture:

"Human impulses dd not change and can not so long as nen
and women continue to stand in the relation to one another

which they have occupiad since our imcwledge of their

nll

existence began. . Her finest fiction, then, like'

. “Bdith wharton s, presented the reader with women who

defied the longstandirig social and sexual relations even
though the women fall at last into abysses. of solitude
and alienation. . ‘

Edith Wharton was born in 1862 end died in 1937,

or, as Vito J. Brenni writes, she was "born during the

" American Civil War and died in the éame year in which, the

late éebrée Orwell was convinced, 'history ended.'"lg\

Her family was feléied to the Rhinelander amd Schermer-
horn-Jones clans whose money came chiefly from real estate
speculation, -Though her upbringing was genteel and

o .
&

o

P
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“for her work in fiction. In 1921, She was awarded the’
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upper-class, hdr family'e eocial st;mding was on the
lowest rung of the New York 400. Wha,rton received no
formel schooling but was privately educatéd by her =
father and governessesi indeed, her mother coneidered

literature 80 inherently spurious t)rat Mharton was not )
to read contemporary fietion until ai’ter her marrlage.

Due to economic depressions after the éivil .‘War. ST

Wharton g family chose to IiVe ebroad.swhere‘ American :

’ money went further, and the greater part of her ehﬁ.ldhood

was spent touring the Continent. She mai‘ried Edward
Robbine Wharton of the Boston aristoeracy in 1885 and.

" was divorced‘ from him in 1913 after his long and ‘traumatie .
‘decline into insanity. After 1913, she ‘returned to the
* United Statés for only one brief visgit, ‘preferring

¥

Ty

instead residencdy in France.
. During the first World 'War. Wharton was ectively
involved in charity work ‘and used her eocial conneetions
to help finance workshops for unemployed seametresses.
the American Hoetels for Refugees, The Children of
Flanders Re’ecue Committee, and eeveral American Conva-
leecent H”ooie;. At the smre time, «she worked as a war, ‘
correspondent. ‘an exceptionally rare position for a woman g
for the New York pressee. For her war work, she was ma.de
a Chevalier of the French Legion of Honor and awarded ‘

both the Medal of Queen Elizabeth and the Order of
Leopold by Belgium, Similarly. she axnaseed rare honors,

J
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(:"‘, | Pulitzer Prize--the first given to a woman--for her The RS
Age of Innocence. It was, howéver, an honor tinged with

compromise as the Pulitzer waé only given to Wharton--

- S

‘the choice of the Columbia University trustees--in order

Aot ST

that it not be given to Sinclair Lewig--the original

P S

-.= - . - choice of the jury. In 1924, Wharton again broke through

sexual barriers when she was granted an honorary degree

-
. s v sl g,

; ] L of Doctor of L_g:tter's by Yale University. Also in that
: year, she became the second novelist--following W.D.
““Howells--zmd the second woman--after Julia Ward“Howe-—to

"“ " be recognized by the presentation of a Géld Medal from

PPN

the- merican Acaﬁemy of irts and Latters. S B
‘ ' , Her writ:fng career, like Clzxopin's. is nota:b‘le at
T first iﬁspec'tion for its early beginnings. long hiatus. . ’
~15_} i - eand late fruition. This was due -in great part to her e
e — soéial background and upbringing; as Wharton wrote in her
" memoirs, A Backward Glances "In the ’.eyes of our provin- '
cial society wthofshiia was 8till regarded’ as slom'e'thiﬁg‘ o S
" between a black art and 'a form' 6f manual lsbour. 13 onig

upper-class prejudlce against the crai’t of l:.'terature
) remained constant thrcughout her life and was. made evident
S to her through various forms of social censure. Wharton
: w:/*ote. for example, of being invited early on.in her
careé‘r to a party at which a "Bohemianuart'is’c“ would be -
introduced; ‘'she was more than a little astonished to-find' -
herself pointed out as that same artist. In he’z{ last S
( “' ‘years, Wharton wrote of the social ostracism incurrec} ag

. .
[y - . " . 1>
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, appearing in various reincarnations in several short

‘stories). Wharton did not attempt sezjioué fiction 'again

a consequence of her scandalous” novels:

I remember once saying that I was a failure in
" Boston (where we used to go to stay with my
husband's family) because they thought I was too:
fashionable to be intelligént; and a failure in
New York because they were a:fﬁaid I was too in-
‘ telligent to be fashlonable.

'Indeed, Wharton 8 career was almost nipped in the bud at

-\

its earliest stage when. at the age of twelve, she pre-
sented her first novel to her mother who read the opening

sentences and told her that the portrayal of manners

‘therein was incorrect and unseemly; the novel was

destroyed. Despi'te, continual criticism from all sides,
Whar'bon became . a professional writer and mamtained an

acta.ve career J.nto her seventies, leaving unfin:.shed at
her death her potentially greatest work, The Buccsaneers.

Wharton wrote her second novel at the age of

fifteen for a girlfriend. 'Fast and Loose, found among

.her private papers, is notable chiefly’ for the bogus

reviews Wharton wrote and appended to it. Her satiric

"sense and attitude toward critics were already sharp as
¢an readily be seen in lines taken from the mock Nation

.reviews "The English of it is that every character is a

failure, ‘the ‘plot a vacuum, the style spiritless, the
dielogue v-ague,h the sentiments'weak, & the whole i:hing a

) ‘fiasco.'fis' Fagt and Loose, however, ‘was a purely personal

undertaking (which later became an elaborate private joke,

<
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until 1890. Instead, she turned to poetry and was

. published, ‘both privately and professionally, by the age -/

of seventeen. Her poetry, unfortunately, was ‘conven'tion‘al

at its bestz one reads the poems as documents of appren-
i

‘ticeshlp and not as early unappreciated masterp:.eces.

After her marriage, Wharton began work on a

series of short stor:.és that were published sepa.rately

between _189f—;.899. Dur:Lng that period, she also

co-authered, with .Ogden Codman, Jr., 2 book on interior

decoration entitled The Decoration of- Houses that was and

is still considered ra.dical in. its aesthetic pronouncements. .

Ever interested in form and style. as can be seent in her
later studies of Italy and France. Whar'ton found thi.s ‘bype

of work amusj_.ng but noted that it "ecan hardly be \rega.rded

nl6 .

as a part of my literary career. Her three short story

N

collections--’l"he Greater Inclinatioﬁ (189'9),' mciel

In§1: ances (1901), and The. Descent of Man, and Other .

S't:ories (1901&)—-and her first two novellaa—-’l‘he Touchstohe

(1900) and § anctuary (1903)--were more serious literary
 endeavors. - Still, for Wharton, they were beginner's
l'material treated in a novice S manner. Nor did she con- -

-sider her first maaor work, The Vallex of Decision (190_2),

o

a persenal a.r'tistic gsucce ss!

3 'The ‘Valley of Decision'% was-not, in my
gsense of the term; a novel ‘at 1, but only a
romantic chronicle, unrolling its episodes like
the frescoed legends on the palace-walls which
formed its. background; my idea of a novel was
gomething very different, something far more

R M
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' compact and centripetal, and I doubted whether I
should ever have enough constructive power to
~ achieve anything beyond isolated character ,
% gtudies, -or the stringing together of picturesque.
episodes.
™ Wharton, then, was aware of the necessary development of
technical skills as well as that of her own formula‘ted.‘
aesthetic code. While many of her ea.rly stories were
brilliant examples of "disengaging of crucial J.nstances
[ ., from the welter of ex:.stence,"l‘8 she was still searching
for a predominant style and subject, a cogent moral philo~

' sophy expressed through her particular brand of the novel -

o of manners. She succeeded, in major ways, in resolving
- technical and aesthetic problems in her first bestseller,

. - The House of Mirth (1905).
As documented in her he Writing of Fictlon (1925).

Wharton believed her major influences to be European. In
‘particular, she admired and emulated the social fiction
of Balz ac, Stendha.l, Tolstoy, and George Eliot which ’
agreed with her precept that "the bounds of a personality
are not reproducible by a sharp black line, but that each -
of us flows imperceptibly into adjacent people and ]
:bh;'Lngs, nl9 a congtruct not far from Chopin's own belief
in psychological 'symbolism. Further, for Wharton, such
workg--as well as those of Whitman--exemplified her maj’or
-theery of selection and organization. For her, form and

- .  content were indistinguishably one: ’ .

o ¢  There seems to be but two primary questions to
ask in estimating any work of art: what has the
author tried to represent, and how far has he
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,‘ In brief Wharton believed that once an author's moral or

“ti..inngr similarly, she criticized the concept of domina-
. ting plot as banal. Nor did she find the proletariam or
Naturalist movements progressive; for her, they were

. mechanical, 'non-seiec‘oive, critically inept and morally

rin the art of fietion, to Justlfy J.tself has only to -

succeed.
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succeeded? -- and a third, which is dependent on '
thems Was the subject chogsen worth representing \ !
-< hag it the quality of being what Balzac called
'vrai dans l'art’'? = These three inquiries, 1if ;
duly pressed, yield a full answer .to the aesthe-~ ’

'tic problem of the novel. Outside of them no .
criticism can be either relsvant or interesting,
since it is only by viewing the novel as an

. organic whole, by considering its form and

- function as one, that the critic can properly 20
X estimate its details of style and construction.

R i Mt Rkt btk SRR e o

social statement was established in 't:he mind, the proper

‘form for its effect:.ve presentation would become evident.

Wharton, then, unlike James. had no set rules of design.
In fact, she found James 8 theories of concentrated point

of view and symmetjrio construction prescriptive and stul-

Sy e,
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_l"imited. Instead. Wharton favored a mild form of aesthe- *’

tic anarchisms ”Genera:l rules of art are useful chlefly

as. a lamp in a.mine, or a hand-rall down a black stairway:

. they are necessary for the sake of the guidance they give,

but it is a mistake, once .they are formulated, to be. too

much in awe of 1:heam."21 i More explicitly--arid‘ more typical

" of Wharton the shrewd busine sswoman--she wrote: "There is

rio fixed rule about this, or about any other method; each,

.-22 T .

By 1905, Wharton was aware of the need for
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' focussing angd s0lidifying her sub ject matter and éocial ’

53
|

philosophy; as she wrote later: | "In the Houée of Art are

many mansions, and the novelist's business- is to stick to

the one in which he feels himself at k;ome.“23 Wha}r:bon's‘
home, both figuratively and literally, was New York
seciety, whether it be in New York or abroad, in the 406
itself or wherever its conventions touched and were "

observed. Some oi% her early stories had centered on - -

various incidents within this society; it was obvious that

thege situations lacked neceésary significance for expan-
sion into hovel-leng‘ﬁh treatments. Wharton wrote, in her
memoirs, of her search for .a truly "crucial instance”:

In what aspect could a society of irresponsible
pleasure-seekers be sald to have, on the 'old -
woe of the world,' any deeper bearing than thet
people composing such a society could guess?

The answer was that a frivolous socigty can
acquire dramatic significance only through what
its frivolity destroys. Its tragic implication -
lies in its power of debasing people and ideals.zl‘_
The anawer, °in short, was my heroine, Lily Bart.

Wharton had found her centiripetal subject and philosophy:

", "Such groups always rest on an underpinning of wasted

human. possibilities; end it seemed to me that the fate of
the persons embodying these pogsibjilities ought to redeenm
my sub ject from insignificance."25 ‘Thusg, Wharton set her

hierarchy - of values with The House of Mirth.

Wharton's moral hierarchy, however, contained

neither absolute good nor absolute evil; she, like Chopin,

* had read many of the séientific ‘a.nd_ philos‘Ophical

treatises considered radical in her time. For Wharton,

=2,




54 -

- rep_ress’i;ve forces such as provincial, tribal society could

offer the positive values of social continuity and secur-
ity, while progressive forces.such as the individualistic
Lily Bart were subject to base materialistic motives. In

- that senge, Wharton's stance on the war of gocial forces--

o end the longstanding relations between the sexes--was

,saemin;gly non-partisan. While it is true that Wharton
was obviously pro-society (that is, society as she 'knew it

. at its bests genteel and highly moral), she was not one

_to disguise or justify the degeneration of her soclety's

. morals and” traditions. Her attitude is cl'ea.rly geen in

her n‘xid»‘c'ar'e'er works ranging from The Housge of Mirth
fhz‘ough the problematic social reform novel, The Fruit of
the Tree, to her last finished novel on 0ld New York,
The Age of Innocence. Despite her experimentations with

technique--ag in the Jamesian The Reef and the anti-pastoral
Ethan Frome--her intention was constant: analyzing the
causality~of individual alienation. She wrote continuous-
ly of societies which build prisons with ‘traditio;fs,
ap?laud limited perceptionsy instead of a constant questioning
of inherited values, and rencunce social evolution while.
evolving themselves into a wasteland of lost hopes a;1d\
living dead, Wharton's 1s an essentially despairing worlc:i‘
view, one shade darker than Chopin's bleak outlooks -
The welter is always there, and the present
generation hears close underfoot the growling
of the volcano on which ours danced so long; but:
in our individual lives, though the years are sadg,

the days have a way of being jubilant., Life 8
the gaddest thing there is, next to death....

.
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The following chapters will discuss Chopin's and

Wharton s major works of dark social visions, what .

Cynthia Griffin Wolff has termed "the fletion of limits 27 -

what is essentially a fic‘cion of defeat,. Spec:.fically.

as a means of speaking about félationship“s of alienation
and negation, analysis will begin with an exahin’ation_ of
true womanhood ideology, a s«_e‘,t; of received ideas abo—ut |

woman which pémea't;e Choﬁin's and Wharton's fiction and

world views. The remainder of this work will offer ideo- P :"

logical readings of their social fiction in which their = .

women characters stand on the brink of the social abyss,

' on the edge of social and class rejection or ejection, and

face the moral frontier in and beyond society's sink of
immorality. x - .
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dustrial Amerlcan women suffered no such subordination

* of gelf and w:.ll.

“clear that three class{es would always be excluded from

powers

. .  CHAPTER THREE: IDEOLOGY. OF WOMANHOQD

Thg ideology of true womanhood, the cult of. dc;;
més‘bicity. and the separation of private and public
spheras Were not original 19th century formulations and

practlces. ‘I'he rlse of thls 19th century social and

sexua.l ideology had its foundatlons in longstanding phi-
IOSOphical and gcientii’ic beliefs of the natural inferi-

ority ‘of womern i:otipled,with, 'in America at least, the
developpgen'f of modern éapitéiist theories and practices. B

It is indeed romantic: to. believe that tolonial or prein- .

To the contrary, early democratic

statemakers such as Thomas Jefferson, for example, made e

children, slaves, and women. In addition,

careful historica.l study of pa‘briarchal cultures reveals

a well-establlshed conceptualization, ob Jectiflcation,

and institutionalization of woman as lesser belng, as

"other," as secondary adjunc‘t to mr:m.1 What is notable

about 19th century American true womanhood -theories .is'. ' ;
the co‘mplex and explicit codification of such a social |

and sexual ideology. This formaliz é.tion served distinct

functions in a time of cataclysmic change which saw the
. .




ideclogy to American social and economic transformation
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rise of industrial capitalism, the emergence of a strict
and necessary class systen, tpe separation of economy

from the home and the congequent breakdown of traditional

'family structures. The very real possibility of familial

and culturai degeneration, the'actua.l bifurcation of social
life into two sphereg--home and‘°marketplace--grafted ontol
the accepted construct -of woman as companion and commodity
all effected the highiyﬂ prescriptive and oppressive true
womanhood. abstraction and actuality. |

Social historians as varied as Nancy Cott and

' |
Carl Degler agree on the centrality of true womanhood

if not on the eventual value or cost to individuals-- !
particularly women, of course--and society as a collec-
tive whole. The majority would agree, however, that the
ideology of *true womanhood was simultanepusly an attempt -
at social acculturation of men and women into a class
system and an 'increasingly obvious refutation of its own
aiastractions and American progressi'w_e social theory on
the whole, This tension between abstract ideology and
actual, social~ practice becomes explosive by Chopin's and
Wharton's time, and this 1s at the heart of their social
fiction, N 2 - ‘;,
Thé doctrine of true womanhood was simple, |
Womhan. in essence, was to be preserver of culture,

herself the finest product of capitallsm, and the sym-
pathetic ‘and supportive bridge between the private realm

o
¢
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of the home and the almost exclusively male world of the

public ma:rketplaéef‘ She was ‘to emi:ody and main‘{:ain
social stability in a volatile time of clé.ss gtruggle
_and economic amoral‘ity or immorality through the nurtur-

1 ——AR gy o ey e f

‘ance of her womanhood self and her family.  She was also

to provide a haven of beauty;x gracé. .and refuge for the

makers of the new worlds her men.2 " The basic tenet,

then, was the old one with the added fillip of financial

- backing: "‘'Man is a doer, an actor. Woman reacts, she
00.3

refle;cté ra‘t}xer than creates, 1s the moon to his sun.
The complementary behavioral code was egually
straightforward, Barbara Welter in her seminal essay,

“The Cult of True Womanhoods 1820-1860," delineated it

succinctly as a gystem of principles and prize;:

The atiributes of True Womanhood, by
which a woman judged herself and was judged by
| her husband, her neighbors and society could be
divided into four cardinal virtues--piety, .

. purity, submissiveness and domesticity. Put
them all together and they spelled mother, .
daughter, sister, wife--woman. Without them,
no matter whether there was fame, achlevement-
or wealth, all was ashes., With them she was
promised happiness and power.

Furthermore, a true woman "was destined to bring co{nfort

" and beauty into man's life and to combat his more sen-

sual nature and the materialism of business."5 She was,
as Coventry Patmo;'é would name her and Virginia Woolf(
would contest against her, the Angel in the House.
These precepts and ideals were supported by
scientific theories--women were considered phhysically

and mentally inferior to men--and religious beliefg--
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women were more ‘sugceptible to grace because of their
emotive. supra-rational natures and weres thus’ spiritu-

ally superior ‘to men.; In brief, as Sheila M. Rothman .

writes in Woman's Proper Place: - W\

The ideology rendered them at once incompetont
. and competent, broken and whole, to be pitied
and to be emulated. But whatever the contra-
"™ dictions in this perspective, they disappeared
“ in one grand edict: Women had better stay very.
much in their own spgere. They did not belong
in the world of men, )

2

~

Women might be angels, but men would always remain gods.
One immediate and serious limitation of the true )
womanhood ideology was that it was an expression of N

upper-claas interests and did not reerct’ the reality or

) potential reality of lower class or immigrant wome‘n. It

(\

. core of the ideological model. True momanh‘ood both

’

purposely did not acknoyvledge the growing work i’orce of

‘women nor did it sanction profgoai:onaliém and ,oareerism-'

for women.- But that was the poiﬁt a.fter "a.ll:"f class. as- .

l

pirations and distinctions of class sta‘bus -were- at the

-

4

necessitated and justified the emargent* class structure. —

It delineated a microcosmic errac‘tment of capltalist

principles while- simultaneousajr rorﬁanticiz:.ng the 'in-

Jherent contradictions bet'ween capitalism in ﬁractice and -

-

. democracy in theory.:' As Lawrence .I. Friedman writes in

-+

his Inventors of the Promised Land. true womanhood was <

"to reconc:.le the irreconcilabie" on both an indi’vldual

' ahd ‘a’ collect:we levgl.7 As w1ll be seen, the doctririe

could not even offer reconciliation "0f J.T.S own dué.L nature.

Ve - - s - - o H 2
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‘For example, social aspiration was implicit in . o “lé

the theory. To be a ‘true woman required financial sta— T i

SRR .. bility; wealth was smultaneously the support and prize

'oi‘ ‘the true lady 'a'n&, later, the woman of leisure. -

"Becanse a woman could only respectfully ga.m money and

T w(m:ayﬁwq?’!w‘e&h
f
*

- leisure through marriage, her first “work" was %o supply -
a true woman sgelf in aécordance with 1deological para.-:-

digins; Idea.lly, evary woman had the opportunity to .

RN P IE l aat

advance to the true calling of wife and la.dy she need
,- only incorporate J.deological dicta into her presentation‘
of self. The theories of true womanhood were thus pro-
pounded as egalitarian and demdcratic. In- reality. re-
’}‘ _ ! lationships be'tween the sexes reflected basic capitalist )
’ ' principles of supply and demand in the marriage market-
place, self-aggrandizement, unequal opportunity and the

. preservation of class distinctions. The received romantic

Jdea of mérriage, as Barbara Wélter“'wz;ites. was patently' ‘ ‘ ' _é
+falge: ) j ' oo '

= ‘ Marriage was a demonstrable step up in the - ’
Co hierarchy of society, one of the few ways in
. ) which a woman could make such a move. Marriage
¥ . . " could provide for a woman the-improved economic
' - " and social benefits which men received through .
education, speculation, the professions, business,
and marriage. Most American girls believed that )
. . ' this new state automatically brought happiness, v
S because they believed that to marry for anything .
ok S - but the purest love was unworthy of their sex and -
‘ iy g : _nature,- This freedom of cholce wag more apparent _
. "_than real; most American girls married within -

SR their own c%ass, religion, and geographic .
.o background.
(; B Furthermore, as tquched on above, women by the very pre- .

., - decriptions of the code c'oﬁld Jhot enter into the competi- AN

. .
- ‘ »
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tiveness of the marriage n_xai'ketplace’; to do so would be

to prove unwomanly. Rather, the wdmah must remain

passive even concerning this her orle opportunity for

't:hé American Dream. As,Welter points 6111:, "The major

‘events of a giflfs- life were to be products of arrangement

and fate, not of’ inte'llectb‘and will, and she was expected
to passively await them, as she awaited the arrival of her

~love "9. The true woman, thus, was denied even her first

,work: “the effecting of a sorcially acceptable self, how-

ever alienated tha:t be from individual will and self-ful-

fillment. = . - - - T
" What then wasr the positive value ,oxf appeal of

o

. true womanhood to womeﬁ'if théy appeared, to b‘e at the

merey of fate and 'l:he sometime receivers of a ‘limited N

existence? PFirst of ag.l. the ideology did codify a .
system of values and ~q;d prescribe a code of behavior
that was ‘adw}antagebué to-. éome wbmen. Ca.rl Degler, for
example, theorlzes that the ideologlcal tenets put into

practice a.llowed women more con'trol in their sexual re-

' lationships and, therefore, in chlldbea.ring and rearlng.

However, for the majorl‘ty of women for whom the ideology
remained abstractlon and not reall‘cy, such advantages

Were minimal or non-existent. Furtherdore, the new

\‘s ,

ethics Justlfled a natural .double standard: _women, after

all, were to be pure ‘and so could net: capltal:.ze on any

o

increase in.sexual con'trol beyond—-—perhaps--the number
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her spiritual authority enable woman to reform male be~ °
havior; submissiveness, after all, was a given. 'As for
fhe social and economic séeurities accrued by women in

good marriages, the ideology did not change the pattern

of gocial and class relationships and so proved of little

value to those women not already in ﬁossession'of éocial
status and economic security by virtue of their birth
lines.

A second appeal of the sexual/social ideologylwés
that it seemed to give some degree of social control to
woman, making her powerful within her own sphere of the
home. Sh% was, despite the limitations of her personal
world, supposed fto influence indirectly and to majintain
culture and society through sacrifice of her self for‘
the education of future generations and the spiritual

upliftment of male society. Domesticity did indeed

_ become woman's art and work; Catherine Beecher’'s treat-

iges show the extreme seriousness with which women took
their roles as educators and moral guardians. Yet again,

the limitaxions within the ideology were revealed as,

" eontradictory to its purported social ends: if women

were to educate, they must themselves leave their sphere,
go into the world and be educated; if women were to

maintain ‘society, they must have direet influence on

. Social theories and practices. If women were truly

moral\and‘spirituﬁl supqriorst they could not.in good

‘¢onscience remain within their sphére content with

1 B} Iy
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.passivity and ‘dehial of self. Still, the basic”tén_é‘l;.s -

" .of the code required limitations of any power gained,

Finally, the 1deology of true womanhood advo-
cated speciflc gsocial roles for women--that ig, a degree

of possible self- fulfillment ae7mother, wife, and \lady

'free from,the toil and exploitation of ‘the marketplace.

The romantlcism of this has already been dlseussed.
The,ceneeqqent alienation of individual self from social
self;is what ls most crucial. As has been made clear by
numerous cfitics, here Barbara J. Hargis, "tﬁe weman who
approeched'the ideal abliterated her sense of self and
virt;allyiexisted only in relation to others."1? The

'ideological demands, in other words, necessitated that

woman exploit a male vision of womanhood and eradicate
her own.individualism and gelf-will. For example, as
CarplineiHazard,~president of Wellesley College in 1900,
sefmonized,_a woman's first leéspn_was‘to'learn soclal:-

obedlence: “Obedience implies abseluteAunéelfishness.

. One gives up one's own will, one gives up one's own

"desire of expression, one puts all one's powers at the

nll

eommand 0f another. The life, then, of a woman

(was to be one of subm1351ve sacrlfice, self-maftyrddm,

profound alienatiort of self for the good of a patriar- ~
chal society; the dreams and asplraxions whlch she Wae
to cultivate and maintain, the roles she was to fulflll,

the lnfluence she was to wield were' barren. predlcamed

" on the denial of her self. denlal of women as 1ndiv1duals,'

ll
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_denial bf the American Dream of men and women together

1making he new Promised Land. Thax female’ reality was

,clearly\pne of gevere limits and inev1table compromlse., .

however, ideologyw-no matter how powerful--ls
not syncnymous with absolute reality. Me;y'Kelley
<writes in Woman' g Being, wOman g8 Place:

Woman neither’ totally fulfilled the stereotype
nor remained completely immune - from its -
dictates. Instead, the relationship .between -
prescription and behavior was an. extraordinarily
complex one which varied with individual and
historical circumstances. Equally important,...
women were not only affected by. the process of ..~
socialization, but they affected that process

1

",°' f‘ . as well,” In short, women were active partici- .

pants as well as passxve recipients in the
elaboration of culture,

b

" One immediate byproduct of sexual and social ideology

wae that an lncreasing number of women began~to perceive
themselves as a specific group, a first step in ~social
consciousness.l3 Women also became aware of new areas \
of soc1al responslbility, this realization’ 1n part L

stemming from ldeological concapts of female ‘moral’ superi-

-ority. Indeed, since the true womanhood prescrlptione

were g0 innately contradlctory. both feminists and

antl-feminlsts could support its tenets. Anti-feminlsts

had only to follow the code. to the letter; feminists
subverted further its ereconcllable self-refutations.
movlng into the public sphere and beginning pragmatic

'_'~social reforms under the guise of . spiritual and ethical
,'; guafdlanshlp. One tenet, however, that ‘even ffminlsts

" ecould not malntaln was the double standard and the subor-
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dinatiOn of women fo male interests and des'ires. ‘This
canflict between. self-eompromise ‘and self-realiz ation '
obtains to the present day and offers incitement to 3
" both. censervative and radical feminist movements.

A For tixe majority of women, however, ‘the myth\s'
of male supremacy and feminine submissiveness were and
are’ deeply embedded’ as conscious and nonconscious ideol-

ogles and are only too evident in social and histerlca.l
reality Sandra and ‘Daryl Bem in, their "Case Sttzdy of

. a Nonconscious Ideology: fraining the Woman to Know .

Her Place" speculate that beliefs and attit‘udes about

) women held by both men and’ women maka up the most per-

vasive nonconscious ideology in America and that at the‘
root of. this nonconsciousness is the inability to con-
ceptualize alternate sociaJ. realities or world v1ews.1l+
’Iet some ,women did attain a deep consciousness of sexual
and social ideology, a p‘rofound awareneSs of cataclysmic
social change and the consequent reordering of values
and power. And. simultaneously, patriarchal society
was guite aware of the subversive power of these womén
anong whom stand Chopin and Wharton. '

H

' Barbara Welter insists that "no matter what later

- authorltles claimed, the nineteenth century knew that

1

girls could be ruined by a book....Books which attacked

. or seemed to attack woman s accepted place 1n soc:.ety

-

. were regar;ded as equally dangerous."15 Helen Papashvily

in A1l the Happy Endings has argued that domestic ,and

[3
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sentimental fiction--for example, Fanny Fern's Rr;th Hall--
was a first 1itera,ry reaction against and subversion of
true womanhood id_eology“/.\\16 However, sentimental

novelists, if for no other reason than to remain mar-
keta}ble, naintained ror;xantic and finally traditional

views: of social roles and expectations. It is not until

the late 19th century and early 20th°century that readers

\ were -offered the c¢clearly dangerous works of the new

lsocial realists and critics who defied the social givens,

s the received ideas, and the reactionary belief in magically

o

happy en‘dings, In these works, as Virginia Woolf sug-
gested by her own case, women writers killed the Angel in

the House in themselves and levelled a continual barrage

of words against ideological angels in their fiction.l?

Just so did:Chopin's 'and Wharton's books, for
their works were por,trayals of women within their éoci-
eties doing battle with both ideclogical theory and
practice. Theirs is a fiction of limits, an exploration
of the abydses of ‘solitude, alienationm, and death which
enciose women at odds with their worlds. Florence
‘Nightingale, no feminist but no angel either, wrote in
her -"Cassandra®s ¢ ‘

Women dream till they have no longer the strength
to dream; those dreams against which they so
gtruggle, so honestly, vigorously, and conscien-.
tiously, and so in vain, yet which are their
life, without which they could not have lived;

those dreams go at lagt. All thelr plans and
visions seem vanished, and they knaow not where,
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gone and they cannot recall them. They do not
even remember them. And they are left githout
the food either of reality or of hope.l

By representing in detail the dreams, ideological

beliefs, and social realities of women, Chopin and

Whafton offered readers ﬁoth criticism of what was and

implicit visions of what could be, alternative worlds

. imagined if only through annihilation of romantic dreams.

. and negation of the patriarchy. The following chapters

will discuss selected works which speak of and to this

purpose.
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of oppression and |subordination in western culture.

2 A more modern example of sexist ldeology used

to justify economie and social inequality between the

sexes for the good|of capitalist society as a whole is

the rebirth of true womanhood as the post-World War IT
feminine mystique.!| Again women were forced out of the
public sphere and back to the private, including the

new world of suburbia. Even more recent--and more dan-
gerous-- 1s the promotion of total womanhood and the
conterted efforts in the U,S. by such groups as the

Moral Majority to reinstitute and institutionalize through
law the ‘doctrine of separate spheres and sexual inequality.

3 Barbara Welter, from a 19th century liberal
magazine, The Present, quoted in Dimity Convictions:
The American Women in the Nineteenth Century (Athens:
Chlo University Press, 1976)s D« 77.

b Barbara Welter, "The Cult of True Womanhood:

(Summer 1966), 152. .

5 Barbara Welter, Dimity Convictions, p. 57.
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Land (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), p. 109.
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? Barbara Welter, Dimi§i~bonvictions, p. 17.

10 Barbara J. Harris, Beyond Her Sphere: Women
and the Professiong in American His%o (Westport,
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13 inn D. Gordon, Mari Jo Buhle, and Nancy E.

Schrom make this point in their Women in American Society .

Female Identi and Yocation in’ American Histo;x (Bostons
G.K. Hall & Co., 19797. p- 8§

(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Radical America. 1972},

14 Sandra L. Bem and Daryl J. Bem, "Case Study of
a Nonconscious Ideologys .Training the Woman to Know Her
Plage,"” in Beliefs, Attitudes, and Human Affairs, edited

. by Daryl J. Bem (Belmont, Califormiar Brooks Co;ébﬁub-

lishing Company, 1570), pp. 89-99.
. o |
15 Barbara,Welter, "Cult of True Womanhood," 166.

16 Helen Waite Papashvily, All the H Endings:
A stug¥ of the Domestic Novel in America, the %omen Who
rote It, the Women Who Read 1t, in the Nineteeénth-Cen-
tury (New Yorks Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1956).
7 Virginia Woolf, "Professions for Women" -in
Women and Writinz, edited by Michéle Barrett (New Yorks
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1979), pp. 57-63
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CHAPTER FOUR: KATE CHOPIN'S SOCIAL FICTION

Introduction

-

‘fhe social world of Chopin's -and Wharton's works
is one 'in a state of transition and upheawal. a society
simultaneously frozen in its past and ostensibly certain

. of its future authority. The wrlters ability to
perceive and afguo both sideg of the social evolution
issue reveals a historical'perspicacity and a social,
consciousness unmatched by the majority of their contem-

' poraries. . In ﬁarficular,,tﬁe}r portrayals of women in
their relationships to ﬁon, to each other, and to their
social world are literally nonpareil for their time.

’ Kate Chopin's fictional world encompasses the
19th tentury South--New Orleans to St. Louis—-and is |

-one contemporaneous with g:r life. Sho is writing,,
then, of enormous transmogriflcaxlonr the pre-capi-'
talist, paxriarchal plantation economy built on slavery
glving way to Lndustrlalizatlon of the land and econo- '
mic ass;milation of the South into a post-Clvil War
"united" state built on a new class system anq based, (
in part, on the retention 'of a large working class and

the: subordination of women of all ¢lasses. In addition,

.F_{
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‘Z : she depicts experienced social stratification--for
| example. the soc1al. economlc. and sexual segregation V
E of Creoles. Arcadians. poor whltes. frontiersmen, new ' L
money Southerners, and blacks in the South--as both
'reality and root of indiv1dual and collective aliena-

tion. }

1

Her'Soﬁth is not the romé%tic vision put forth
by manj“of her contemporary regionalist writers; instead,

the real metamorphoses occurring in her time stand as \

R T “

constant background and touchstone to her major theme:
the emergent selves of womén‘defying the social and ideof

_ logic?l securities and strictures of the old&Soﬁth, L
judging and being judged_by‘xhe ideological ﬁarameters ‘-

of the true womanhood code. Chopin writes across'classu

.”

and color lines effectlvely portraying v1rtually every
,”’; Southern "type," but she, like Wharton, focussed in her
majqr works on her own class and sex: Creole or upper,

, middle-qLaﬁs society and fhe p&sition of wqmen within it.
The ideology of true womanhood is as basic to her work
ag women are central to society.: |

The cult of domesticity .and true'womanhood
,outllned in the last chapter was partlcularly exaggerated
| in the antebellum South. As historian Anne Flror Scott
points out, "Women, like slaves, were an intrinsic part
? ‘ﬂ_ a of the patriarchal dream.”! flantatlon life necessi-

T : ‘e}axad hierarchic systemlzatlon of all social relatlon-«
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ships--master/mistress to slave, man -to woman--as well as . ;

ideqlogical justification for ruling class practices. .
Again, the ideal Southern ﬁgman wag not’ just a distortion

. i N
of male demands but a realistic construct of immense

,value to the Iiatriarchy. Yet, to cit\e Scott agains

TR R IR TRy ST

-+ "Motherhood, happy families, omnipotent men, satisfied -
slaves--all were‘cssent:\ial parts of the image of the "

. . organic patriarchy. .In none of these areas did the image s’

3 - ©
2T S S . 2
B 3 "

o accurately depict the whole reality. For most women,

I - . life was extremely limited, circumscribed within the
domestic spheré whichg}ncluded the maintenance of sla-

o . . very. Even so, ‘the"va,;"imce tween ideological abstrac-

[
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tion and actual reality could“not remain unchallenged as

P

long as slavery was a't the root of thq doctrine. Again,.

a8
-

o~ 5
£

E&th‘e mcral .double standard espoused by true womanhood v ¥

-
B
o

tenets proved the irreconcllable ccntradiction between

- P

. - N theory and soclal practice. and, in par‘ticular, "misce-' .

genation was the fatal flaw 1.n the patriarchal doc‘trine "3 |

Male sexual practices refuted the set hierarchy cak:mg | N
.

. .
-
L .. .4

K S lldown the dlstmctlon between woman and ala‘ve. her- J - '
more, ‘'if women were: to act ‘"o{rt fully - their role as moré:l.
{\; g . " ‘and Spiritual guardians,. thcjr could support. slavery- as. a’ /

", system of‘ labor but riot as.a system of.oppression. For

1: - - example. Harriet Beech}r Stowe 8 Uncle Tom ] Cabin, or . .

o _I‘.ife Among the Lowly stands as a model for the true

'womanhood literary respor_xse to, unchri’stim acts but not
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;. ta slavery as a productive if exploitatiﬂa_ sy stefn c'fff B
labor. Chopin ‘evoked the.-slavery -issue and woman's ;‘3' '

o response to it in several stories--notably *Désirée’s
Baby" and "I.a. Belle Zoraide”--but in general, specific

d »social and economlc problems are secondary in her: .
B , fictj.on to larger philosophical issues made compreken-
gible by their individualizat:.on. Chopln correctly saw
',tﬁat for womer;--éf any color--ligb in the aimtebe;lumw coL

and postbellum South was not that different. ' The

i Q’truggle against cultural imperatives still ocbtained.
‘Cynthia Griffin Wol€f, in her "Kate Chopin and
the Fiction of Limits: 'Désirée's Baby,'" points this
_ out in gemeral terms:

) A majority of Chopin's fictions are set in
worlds-where stability or permanence is a -
precarious states change is always threatened ,

. ==by the vagaries of impassive fate, by the
o assaults of potentially ungovernable individual
; .- _  passions, or merely by the inexorable passage
of time. More generally, we might say that
2 . .Chopin congtrues existence as necessarily
' uncertain.
~ More specifically and reinterpreting Wolff, we can see
that because Chopin chose to portray women schooled in
,piety, purity and passivity, she could not have produced -
pany‘thlng other than a fiction of limitgs and, in nany
casesg, of defeat. Social and sexual ideology which had
+  never fully acknowledged the self-will and personal asg-
' pirat:,on of women could only prove more alienating “to

the individual faced with the “shifting reality of the




‘story "Emancipation. A Life Fable" (ca. 1869-1870) and

'3
L. . ¢ —

old patriarchal order giving way to & modern, amoral

world which :still maintained contradictory patriarchal

doetrines concerning women. A8 Wolff writes of Chopins: N

«sowhat she 'sees is the ominous and insistent ,

presence of the margin: - the inescapable fact \

that even our most vital moments must be ex- -

perienced 'on the boundary--always threatening:
. to slip away from us into somethigg else, into
-, some dark,” undefined contingency

L

<

Tndeed, in Chopin's warld ‘view and fiction, the mini-

malization of women's lives and-:desires and the: con-

sequent alienation of individuals within and from their )

_ social collectives become the ‘central issue, the T3

boundaries suddenly broﬁght into sharp, clear focus.

I. Early Short Stories: First Women

, . . oo ;
As several crities have pointed out, Chopin's
earliest stories effectively delimit 4 range of responses

to womanhood ideology and offer characterizations of
women that will inform her entire opus. There is, in

other words, a direct link between her earliest complete

The Awakening (1899 )y Chopin beéins and ends with work’é’a

that dazje' and defy, simultaneoﬁsly decongtructing roman-
tic rebellion and elucidating t?}e pragmctics and penal-
ties of actual individual revolt against society. The
stories written by early 1891 set out in microcosm the

grander pattern lof Chdpln s llterary explorations and

effectively introduce all her wor‘k and the reigning

) - N - .5
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concerns within: the awakening of woman to her true
self (or selves) and the abysses of solitude and aliena-
tion in which the self wanders in her quest for ful-

fillment.

Chopin's women are not as easily compartmentalized
p - Y

ag Wharton's: not for her the -straightforward portrayal
of ideologically stereotypical women--martyr, mistress,
masterpiece. “However. Chopin does make up her own con-

tinuum of females responding to ldeology: woman as "true

/woman." a seemingly helpless being who has purpose only

in relationship to and with men; woman as outsider, an

artist of a new world view; woman as dual self, a female

. who precariously balances between submission and self-

wi11,® P |

‘ However, Chopin first created a patently romantic
resgponse to entrapment, a rebellion that is neither
willful revolt nor, indéed. female or human in body or

gsoul. Nonetheless, eyen though it can be read as female

Y

"adolescent wish-fulf‘;ﬁlment, the animal and animalistic

fable of "Emancipation" cannot be denied its importance

to Chopin's development., -This early work acts as contrast

and kernel for The Awakening; further, it offers the sen-
timentalist and romantic response to life that Chopin
will reconstruct, analyze, and then destroy in her later

fiction.
In "Emancipation. A Life Fable," an animal born

-
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and bred in a cage moves from satisfied, solipsistic
existence to isolation in and partial congciousness of a "
la.rger world. The male animal while entrapped is nur-
tured by an invisible protecting hand"7 and believes
himself to be the center of the universe: the hand tha't‘:f
feeds him and the light that warms him exist, he believe;s.
only for thoge purpbses. By chance his cage door is le:@lt
open, Since he is a "pet" animal and also a creature . : 5‘\

.without knowledge or consciousness, he cannot elther close

.the door or ignore its intrusion into his world; more

and more_"Light" (37) shines in on him until he leaps
out into it. Still without consciocusness of his trye
gelf, "heedless that he is wounding and tearing his-sleek

sides" (37), he rushes into the world and experiences a

B ke

’. suddep and dangerous sensuous awakening. He is no longer
kept and cogsetted but must now. seek his own sustenance
and digscover his own substance. Despite his isolation
and suffering, the animal remains in the world: "the
cage remains forever émpty:" (38)¢ ‘ , ) R
Chopin®s moral is clear: one must live in the ‘ :

world and be of it; one must discover a self in body
(the senses) and mind (Light) even though that quest be
painful and, at first, disill}xsioning. However, Chopin's
. romantic means toward this radica.lly open-ended statement
are c¢learly unequal; The first false note which points

to her lack of authorial gelf-consciousness and philo-

Ll_
%
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sophical maturity is the chogen form for her self-ex-
prz:ession:‘ the allegorization of her clear concerns--en=-
trapment within a society and a.].ieﬁation from a true

A

gelf--and the distanciation of sex and specles, both of

«'which formalize, sen‘yiméntalize, and undermine her social

critique. The emphasis placed on purely animali_ystic or

sensuous self-knowledge a.lso' cloz‘zds\ her vision, of re-

. bellion: the animal primarily moves from selfishness te

limited consciousness despite Chopin's attémpt to ‘indi-
cate the emergence of total selfhood (consciousness of

' o
mind and body rather than body split from mind). Further-

‘more, that the. "revolt" of her brute antagonist is effected

by accident romanticizes the ac‘y&al process of coming to
consciousness, making of it a fhance and momentary leap
from ‘an accepted and good\,r;,c.'fcsure to an accepted and
better "Unknown" (37). .anally—-arxq to be expected from
so young a writer--such an emancipétion is rewarded, andl
even suffering is ameliora‘ted by the "seeking, finding,
Joying" (38) of the animal's con‘t inued .]ourney through -
life. Chopin was clearly aware of the power of ‘noncon=- -

sciousness implicitly reveé.led in the protected life of

“a nurtured pet and sympathetic to defiance. However,

she was- not yet able to:elucidate the dialectical tensien
between submlssion and rebell{on. the process of coming

to consciousness which informs and is The Awakening.

The seeds of revolt, in any case, are there,' and her

focus on ideological conflict has been set down. Having




: ' true self and, in Chopin's world view, into the abysses

: of both s,elf fulfillment and union with another. 4

‘culously disclose the individual's slow crawl toward '

80
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once romanticized ‘the struggle for selfhood, ¢hopin would

hereafter deromanticize ideological entrapment and metl-

4
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of solitude and alienation. . ! SN
Three of her earliest storiqs fleeh out in female

o

characters her first brutal reading of individual within

Yot & o3 A, D AW e

and w_ithout gociety. All are built;upon the ‘ideology of -
true womanhood; each is strikingly dissimilar in its
portrayal of woman reaching toward self-consciousness.

"A No-Account Creole." first written as "Euphrasie” in

'
. -
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1888 and rewritten in 1890 and in Jenuary-February 1891,
reveals a woman. within the traditional patriarchy.
"Wiser Than a God," written in’ June 1889, draws the world

. ryu\ Mt aty Sty i R

of the woman as artist. "A Ppint at Issuel" written in

August i88§, examines the woman as divided self desirous

' _ Chopin s renaming of "Euphram.e" as "A No-Account
Creole" perhaps best reveals Iher thene and self-con- T ;
sciousness, in thebnegative sense,' as a writer. ’Although
Euphrasie is the oenter of the story, she is, like the
animal in "Emancipation," a paragon of passivity.

Despite Chopin’s female allegiance, it must have seemed: |
obvious finally to both editor and writer that a title
indicating the agent of the plot would be more acceptable

to conventional, 1deologically bound readere.

x




father's New Orleans c;editors about the sorry shape of

willfulness but for the sake of duty, justice, and X

,Euphxjasm s two men: Placide Santien, the darkly

" these two men. Placide prepares assiduously for the

¢ r 81
Euphraéie inadvertently instigates the action and
conflict detailed in the story when she writes her

§

their plantation. She Ldoqs not do this out of sheer

- perhaps a bit of e:xcitement. In any case. this action

takes place before the story proper beg:ms. The conflict v
and drama dep‘icted is, for the most part, between |

handsome, violent Creole of tr;e second title; and Wallace ‘
0ffdean, the "well-clipped and grc:omet‘i,"8 cool creditor,

Who will‘ win Euphrasie is the centra{l. question; the op- o
positeness of the two men ié the dramad;ic mechanism of ‘
the tale. Euphrasie is at the center of the conflict,

yet she does not moyve nor i.;a she particularly moved or

moving as a character. A ciutiful daughter, student,

plantation mistress,q she wishes only to become a dutiful

wife. ©She is first affianced to Placide: it is an

obvious union, and he loves her. Al'thbugh she ig at-

tracted to Wéll’ace, and he to her, she is content to

fulfill her obligation to Placide. 1In short, Euphrasie
believes in the ideological precept that a woman's fate
rests in man and is effected by men.

Indeed, Euphrasie would be taken care of well by .

moment he is to bring her to his plantation home.
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Wallace, in turn, proffers her a better plantation when
he offers his hand. She can choose, of course, only one

and that one has alteady been named, a fact which
Wallace is ollaliviou’svtgo until she blurts it out at his

. proposal, While Chopin incorporates passages on love

) and romance within the text, it becomes e¢lear at this

poin¢ of disclosure that Chop.ﬁn g8 story is, finally, not
about love but about honor: not Euphras:.evs sense of

honor which' is touched upqn as being somehow tainted

' because she kisses a marpéjﬁe doesn®t love, not Placide's

honor which would be 1n81ﬁlted by Wallace's behavior had
Wallace acted knowingly against him. not Wallace's honor
since he has been done no willful wrong. Chopin's osten-
sible subjec't is male honor toward women, or as Wallace

-tells Placide, "The way %o love a woman is to think first

of her happiness” (101). So, when Placide jilts Euphrasie, -

he proves doubly honorgble:s he leaves the door open for
Wallace; he saves Euphrasie, as she makes ciea.r. from the
sin of ha‘ﬁng t0 make love to the wrong man (102).

. Pinally, the last "action" of thel‘story is telling.

-Wallace asks Euphrasie if he can return ‘to her, and she

says nothing. . He tells her that if she does not speak, he
will know he can return. 5 ain, she says nothing. \It is
clear, then, that she is a "true" woman, one who does )
nothing yet al)] comes to her. She 1s one of Chopin's few
perfect ;outh;m belles, women who would keep to their

place although it mean the ruination of their souls,

»
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It is interesting that this story takes “Eman-
cipation" one step furtheriwithout freeing itself com-
pletely of romantic me}o&ramatics. Here the door to
Euphrasie's sénses is opened by wlallace; here the way
for Wallace to win Euphrasie ié made clear by Placide, ‘
who merel& follows Wallace's advice. In both actions,
the power comes from without Euphrasie--notably, from

men., Most striking is that Euphrasie’s nonconsciousness

‘*of her own power--over men, over her own fate--never

!

changes, never becomes even a partial ‘consciousness,

remains marginal throughout the plot. Yet the trace of

-Euphrasie's power and the fact that her passivity masks

an inner torment reflect Choﬁin's own authorial passivi-
Tty anda desire. The reader is made aware, even in this
conventional tale, that surface does not necessarily
reveal subgtance: the assumption that silence equates
with acquiescence need not be true. That Chopiﬁ will -
later offer detailed portrayal of the ideologically true
v;oman who gpeaks of and to hér situation, r;ptablty in
her characterization of Adelle Ratigno'lle in The Awak-
ening, suggests that even in her earliest and lseemi,ngly'
most conventioﬂal fi'ctg.on, ‘Chopsin was sub;tly subversive,
if not speaking clearly her diécont_en'/i:f'or disbelief, at
least murmuring the same in her submerged text.

"Wiser Than a God" presanfs_the highly dramatic
and at times also melodramatic moment of crisis “in the

life of pianist Paula Von Stoltz: she must choose
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between the call of art and the™call ot love. Again,
. Chopin draws the mir?a/body split, this time, however,
without recourse to fabular conceit or marriage:; Chopin
will allow no convoznﬂohal compromise here. It is’
mildly astonishing to read Paula's refusal of George
Brainard's pro'posal. At the same time, it is not unex-
pected, at thé énd. to see Paula rewarded for her show of
will with the admiration of Professor Max Kuntzler, "her
teacher in harmony.”” ° ‘ -
Chepin's revelation coupled with the unconven-
tional resolutidén and conventional conclusion is that of
Paula's character, the pragmatic but determined artist.
Paula is neither-the dilettante nor the starving bohe-
mian‘(characterizations, seen in Wharton's similar art versus
marriage gstories). It is true that she stands outside of
high soclety because of her art: she produpes on demand
whgt George Brainard's class desires. More impgrtant,
however, is the fact that she is socially alienp{ted
because of her class, qationality; amd--~by the story's
middle point-~her solitude. ' ' ,
Despite this negative background--neither we(a/l h /
‘nor communit;lr---Paula perceives hexjself as a self-fulfilled
and self-fulfillihg individual. George's marz:iage pro-
posal necessarily places the call of womanhood above that
of artist. Paula's rejection reveals her determination
to Ssupport herself, albeit through temporary compromise

of her full aspirations, "a'nnd to produce art but not to be

1
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consumed by: its-buyers (a ‘decision strikingly similar to
Chopin's case).‘ She is a woman artist who addresses her
mental powers to the realization of deep desires to
épeak her body through her art., In the story, she comes
to understand fully the Opi:osi ion and interrelationshiﬁ
of illusion ané. reality, sentiment and emotion, glesire
and need. Paula chooses to follow the purpose of her
life even though she be deemed "a mad woman” (46) by’
George and‘ ﬁis ilk. By the conclusion, it is clear that

the narrator/au:thor, not one of Geoi‘ge's wqud. believes

Paula to be wliser than a god.

Foreshadowing another imi)ortant subtext in The
Awaicening. Chopin here also 'goes beyond stereotypical

romance to effect a separation of male attitudes toward

-wbmen. In briefL} Chopin at this point portrays men as

either friends or lovers, companions or husbands. Chopin
inturn sets out female responses :l:o the ideological -
roles called into questions wor‘nenl either become wives
and ﬁ{otitie;;:-;smt}eonrge's unnsmed "pretty little black-eyed
fairy" (43) does, eschewing even the mundane art she ap-
preci'ates'--o:' exileg~-ag Paula becémes when she purposely
moves to Europe. 61’ c;ourse, Chopin suggests. that one
might have the best of both worlds--harmony in every
sense of the word--but it is not within the story itself.
Paula's abyss of solitude is sweetened by her eventual

renown and Max's presence in her life. We-are not, how-..

a
‘ 3
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ever, Ied to believe that her self-exile is any less )

real and painful. Chopin makes clear that women lovef
but for the salvation of their selves, they cannot allow B
themselves to live out that love. Such will be the ) '
dilemma facing Edna Pontelliers gpch will be the life
choice of Mademoiseile Reisz in The Awakening.

"In "A Point at Issuel® Cixopin further compli- o v ’ ¥
cates the theme of pure Intellect in conflict with pure | :m_ —

v e e,

emotion as well as her neat bifurcation of male roles.

Charles Farnaday‘. a mathematics professor, meets student

Eleanor Gail, is first physically attracted to her, and ,
then comes to perceive her as "his id;al woman,"lo “a,
logical woman" (49). 1In short, she shatters his first g
expec‘ta.fcioné--"'an adorned picture of woman as he had |
lmown her” (49)--and becomes the new woman of whom he
has heretofore only dreamgd. Perceiving her as his

ideal equal, hé would be both friend and lover, beyond

[AVAROILY

ideological constraintss

P S g

Marriage was to be a form, that while fixing
legally their relation to each other, was in
no wise to touch the individuality of either; .

\ that was, to be preserved intact. Each was to

! remain a free integral of humanity, responsible -
to no dominating exactions of so-called mar- -
riage laws. And the element that was to make
'possible such a union was trust in each other's
love, honor, courtesy, tempered by the reserving
clause of readiness to meet the consequences
of reciprocal liberty. (50)

Eleanor wholly acquiesces to this, finding

Charles equally ideal, although in different ways.

Charles is notably conservative, is a man of reason
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c '. - 3 ‘despite his desire to make a &g:.fferen_t'ki:nd of unio;a.

He is a secure member of society and academia. E%eanor,
-_on the other hand, is the true révoluf‘ionoary degpite

her deciéion to be, at first, led byICharl;::slyinto an
"intellectual existence" (50). she is outside his es-
- , . ‘tablished world but is also determined to remain free of
" "‘pul.:lic not’ice" (48). sShe is weary of compiomising
!social proprieties and instead wishes her union to |

¥

ol T effect "the satisfying consciousness/,gf/ roaming the

‘ heights of free thought, and tastiné the sweets-of a

S ~ spiritual emancipation”™ (48). For her, solitude and

| contemplation are to.be transformed into intercourse |
and revelation., For him, the best of both worlds —
remains, And it is this incompatibility between \t\h\E\
worlds of men and of women--ideology of womanhood, fi- -
nally--that ruptures their new marriage and destroys

v Eleanor.

Both ostensibly live up their pact. Eleanor
si:ays in France after their honeymoon to perfect her
French; Charles returns to thé wniversity. The differ-
ence of view, however, is immediately obvious. Eleanor
progresses; Charles regresses. She surrounds herself
with books and throws herself into a new world; Cl‘uarles
returned to his old one, “to hig duties at the univer-
sity, and -resxzmed his bachelor existence as quietly as

. though it had been interrupted but by the interval of
( ’ a day" (51). Eleanor sees them as two selves with one




bl - LA LIRSS

TR G

Rl

{

ST LT TRVINOTAE i e e | MR e

7y

o ,purpose: Charles makes. them one--"She was himself" (52)--' *
. thus denying their individuality. Most important, oo

' ,Charles returns not only to his secure, staid world. .

" but he also begins t6 act and communicate as one deeply

He is, at‘tracted to ano’ther

4

B en'trenched within society.

woman and writes Eleanor of her, knowing hlmself that’
this is just social i’llrtation and ego-gratifica‘tlon. . "
 Eleanor, since she lives outgide society and is ung/uareq ‘ .
of Charles" metamdrphosis into hié social self, assumes’

their pact has begun in earnest: they are living an- ' ——ia
open marriage. And she follows suit. Wherﬂx‘th,ey re~ .
_unite several months later, it becomes clear that they: |

can no longer communicate but that neither }mdefst?nds - o
or wishes to t?omprehend why. o - R

| cﬁar;es' true possessive nature has, by the , : j

end, come to the fore: he has not thought it out, but - R
"he began to wonder if there might not be modifications ‘ '_ i j?‘
to this marital liberty of which he was so statmch%an - &
" advocate” (56).

Eleanor has also surrendered hJer in-
tel‘lec‘t to her emotionss she revealss " \

'T have been over the whole ground myself,

over and over, but it is ugeless,- I have .
found that there are certain things which a
woman can't philosophize about;” any] more than .
ghe can aboyt death when iy touches that which
is near to ferl® (58)

Charlés consults only w:. '

A

3.’ and remains deluded
in the end: however, he loses neither self nor Other: ' ¥

' Jove her none the less for if, but my Nellie is only

- 4

- B
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' a.woman;'efter'all!'” (58). Eleanor explores»her self

{

‘and reveals it to Charles, yet ln doing so, she surrens

<

ders herself to him and can no longer philosophize sbout
" her own self death: "'I think nothingl'*® (58)

Semmprg KT ;.fmv#mweﬂj'-ﬁgwi"* e
&

Chopin here clearly delimits the boundaries of
. sexual and social ideology and elaborates the result of ' y
‘eelf-compromise. She reveals a poss1ble alternaxlve to -‘ "u ‘,'i

pezriarohal eonvention and then how impossible, at least

T T YoRe 22 S IO,
LA T N

in thig case, it is to attain, Close examination of her -
character development further- reveale*that it is the =
'boundaries of a woman's life that are the points at/ - .
lkissue. Charles is from beginning to end at the secure .
S . cehter«of the‘societal web, _Eleanor who begins almost -
‘beyond it ehd,who attémpts to reform its boundaries by ‘ _
her'very éct:of-livlné is finally brought into the . < . iﬁlﬂ
. B "J'Z - center as well; she becomes not Charles, as he poman=-- ‘

tic1zes, but merely his shadow and the ‘'shell of her

true self. The mind/body split seen\in the flrst gtory
éilffl i . is redenacted. but this time the mind is surrendered.
1,',,if:: 1“— . the’ inner self lost through capitulatlon. For Chopin,,
C at thrs pOLnt, ‘there is only pessxmlstlc realism. the . - "."':
g fable‘and romahoes of her—earller work are crlthued '

": by thls story. and illuminated. - And except in those
j‘i_f:'iﬁ( ) 11‘ works whereln Chopin falls back on myths and melodrana,”
- o there w1ll be no more 31mple happy endlngs. Chopin. Vi : ‘l?_ij

[

el even if just for a llterary moment, had. found her
. J(f, Tt voxce. ot o y ",:1'~

. . N . . .—
< . . . v




. II., At Fault: Old worlds. New Worlds

“ .u; Fault, written between 5 July 1889 and 20 April
1890 marks Chopin s flrst full-scale at'tempt at contro-

versial content expressed through conven'tlonal form.

Like her earl:.es‘t: stories, this first novel ehows her

artistic and phllosophlcal development as well as her

shortcomings.‘ At- Fault is both unexpected revelation{ o

and partial oompromlse. As with her earlier work, it

"is necessary to pay attention to both what- Chopin expli- ‘
citly says and what. ‘she cannot yet sa,v ‘but enbeds in her

N

't:ext. " Po da so, one - mue‘t pull apart the multiple layers e

' of ‘her novel to ge‘t at her core concems. '

Simply, At Fault is a gtory of problema‘clo love.

- ‘Therese ;.a.flrme, a widow in her thirties, inherits her . - .- -

' .husband's Cane Rlver pg,antatlon, Place-Du-BoJ.s. Through

. &nd they quickly fall 1n love.
'_Santien. Therese s nephew (and brother of the hot-blooded'

‘new . woman)

.. a buemess venture, she meets David Hosmer, a northerner,c

So too .do Grego:.re

‘ Placide in "A No-Account Creole ) and Melicent Hosmer,
" ‘David's sister (and, incidentally, an almost canca'bural

: David, however, 13 divorced from an’ aloo- '

holic, and, hia wife Penny still llves.a Therese. a

Cathollc eouthemer of the 0ld morali"ty, cannot accep’c

’ new ‘mores- and, m essence, forces Dav:ld %o. rewed Fanny

.and bring her. to Cane River 80- tha't; ,Therese can have

.David wr!:h ‘her while they oetens:.bly l:.ve ou't her moral
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code by making Fanny happy. ‘ Farmy‘eirenfpally‘succtmbs

R T S o
-% . ' .

t‘o her meakhesé and, in-a purely melodramatic climax,.
o ' -, drowns. Similerly, Grégoire's and Melicent's affaips
is degtroyed when he kills a black who'has burm¥; down ¥

L P 2o AW K8 e & Sk AT e frok e oew

. L '
David's sawmill. That cold~blooded murder, evenr if of

[P A

" a dangerous terrorist, morally disgusj.:s Melicent, and

L . _ she leaves Grégoire. Grégoire then dies violently, |

' . leaving lﬁeliéergt to grie\{é in her melodrematic fashion.
'}g | Fh{nally‘. as in the best of all sentimental r;mances,

Th'érés'e‘ and David are married and, one assumes, live

happily ever after.

et

It should be evident from the above that
Chopin's experimentation lies in her preinises and not

in her conclusions. Perhaps because she chose to focus

on.such original and conjt:roversial'i'ssuas aé divorce

. and the rise of'industriai 'capitalism. she felt compelled
to end her various plots with convenient ai}d seemingly
conventional conclusions--in other wofds. 'to make a ‘

o , o last'curtsy to propriety and popular taste. Even so,

. .
et i S SRR TAR I T o SaDMEI AT St oot NTRE A

the revisionary intent of her text cannot be denied,
and, indeed, the title of her work is, one can argue,
consciously gself-reflexive. Just as the 'Ifeade’x;_i‘s led
to see that everyone  in the novel is flawed in sﬁme
‘A N ’ .ecrucial way, so too does Chopin su‘ggés'j: that conven-
' Atic’mal literature and the world it depicts 'and gi.ori-r

-~

fles are dangerously at fault.




I

.-
AR e PR e e R A 4 TR e P PR S
v v

92.

Rhe. few critics who have done serious study

\th'qis work tend to andlyze thelmost obvious yet crugially

- innovative level of the text: the economic settiAg. *

Unlike local colorists, Chopin is not intent on p ntiné
£ & .

a picture of an idyllic South. Instead, she places her

novel in a post-Reconstructi:an South and focusses on

the changes occurring on the land and in the industry

. because of the arrival of Northern capitalist methods

g

. and ethics. At Fault is, then, a political and economic

battleground. Furthermore, ds Joyce Ruddel Laderison

Wf‘if.esa

iy

e .‘i‘he dialectic is right out of Marxs:s feudal

. . power conflicts with rising bourgeois .power,
with the inevitable triumph of the latter.
The cateh here is that contrary to the standard
clasg conflict which at the highest levels takes
place between men, this conflict combines class .
and sex, the feudal world represented by a :
woman tied to an older European culture.ll

- Thér\ese and David, tﬁerefore, are not merely romantic

i,hdividlials;\more importantly, they are members of two

different. but now conjoined ensembles of human and
economic relations. Cho)pin's presentation ard develop-
men't of . characters, thus, complementa.rlly offers
soca.o-pol:.tlcal analysis and crit:.c:.sm.

For example, Thérese'’ 'S world is seen, on the

one hand, as built on firm and high morals, on indivi-

h dual s,acrlfice ‘for the common good; the "sacredness of

a ‘trpst"j,'z Thérése shares with other living and déad .-

~ “southerners to uphold the old true way, fagdél agrarianism,

&
.
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On the other hand, that Thérese's morality is relative
and. indeed, based on oppression of the common people ‘.
and not always willful self-sacrifice is also showns the
‘grave of McFarlane who was the historical bas:.s for
Harriet Beecher Stowe's Simon Legree character is on her
larid; not all her ex-slafes, notably the rebel Jogint, are
as content as her old mammy, Merie.Lodise. is with their
state of powerlessness in her world; more explicitly,
Gregoire, her blood relative, stands as a negative exem-.
plar of Southern consciousness, ;Similaily. David'e,worid:
is seen from opposing viewpoints. fhat his true world,
industrial capitalism, allows new freedom £or workers

and wonen is obvious, parpiculanly in "the case of his
eisteg who is both a new woman and a ‘woman of leisure, -

That his system is also based on oppression and relative:

morality is again made clear through the actimns of Jogint;k

the slave's son become wage slave, through description of -
Fanny's bourge01s. morally corrupt friends. and through
his sister Melicent's own response to events, particularly

her hypocritical "mourning" of her moral counteroart,_n .-

: Grégoire. As Lewis Leary makes clear. it is not for ) T

_..either world a case of absolute good or eVLls

The fault may be interpreted as that of an
agrarian, land-preserving South, lulled by .
traditions of ease and morality and religiom, -
ag it fails.to respond to the industrial, -
land-destroying North, whose morality is modern

and utilltarlan. Or it may be the other way
round. . - e

~
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Chbpin's aclcnowled“gment' of moral relativity and

self-doubt in times of socia.l and economic transfcrmatlon

is farslghted. and it is her movement away from absolutes
whiqh informs her romantic text and makes of it more than
what it at fii‘st-appears to be, Indeed, to understand

fully Chopin's flnal political position and sta.tement

: necessitates mov;ng to anocther level of the text, that of

N_the story of the individual's search for a moral and

gself-fulfilling existence. It is also at this level of

Théréée'.s and David's lpves*i:ory that Chopin's critique

62{; the. ideology of true womanhood, implicit in“the eco-
nomic subtext, becomes evident. |
\Thérése Lafirme is, first and foremost, a

e

Southern lady of the old tradition. She is fully com-

plicit with womanhood ideology, so much so that she moves

residence away §rom the newly bullt railroad to avqid
the encroaching hordes of Northern, capitalist barbarians
of whom David Hosmer is one. She rebuilds in the old

styie and, in fact, attempts to uphold single-handedly
the /way ?f plantation life even while she capitalizes--

' personally and financially--on her relationship with -

David. Though she passes a singular year in his company,
she still advocates true womanhood precepts: she reminds
him continuously that she is no individualist and that
she gladly sacrifices her own fulfillment for thaﬁ: of

others. Her self-maftyrdom excuses her powerful position
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{ P as ‘plaritatioh histréé‘s; ,'shé"acts as. overlord merely to

. comply with duty end rot as an expression of self-will. RN ,' I
_ﬁmilarly. once she leérns of David's fnarital situation, | ‘ ‘I ;
| L she sacriflces her owrt desires for the gake of another o }

and in doing so, simultaneously acts as marl:yr and moral ~
guardian to Dav:Ld and Fanny. Thérése thus appears to. be ,
morally and spirltually superior, sexually pure, the ~ -

"‘1. - womanly ideal. By the novel's end, however, Chopin t« o A5
: ,‘ S exposes such firm attachment to ideology as morally am- S
N higuous (at best), individually destructive. and, in - . T

the case of Fanny, death-dealing. S )

. s As Thérédse's ideological -cowrterpart, Dafyid\is

LY

'ec'{ually pure in his behavior. Onde Thérése tells him .« [
\ L i . that he must be a man and face -the consequences of hig =
| RS acticns, he willingly accepts her ‘as moral guide: "Hé
‘ felt,her to be a woman with moral perceptions keener \
y ~than his own ‘and hi‘s‘ylove,’"which in the past.twenty-four
s " ' hours had grown to’ overwhelm him, moved him now to a - ..

o7 blind submissioﬁ"\\ (769). Though he i3 in "mguish of

C oS s spirite (770), he retums to Fanny, remarries her, and

' at‘tempts to lave up .to Thérese's standards for. hz.m‘ He
continues to do 's0 even after he rea:li:zels he ha:';esr F g .
Fanny, even after he moves Fanny to Place-Du-Bois @d"
-.musjt then see both women each day, even after Finny
descends ipto alcoholic schizophz:enia again. By ﬂ;e'

. " novel's end, Chopin makes clear once more that such
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‘self-martyrdom is riot only. represszve but also hypocri-
’tical and, again for Fanny, lethal. - R

It is through the dlsturbed charac‘t:er of Fanny

’ that Chopin disorders ‘che x}eat‘ sexual and‘ moral h:.erar-

"_chies at the base‘ 6f womanhood ideology and her text. -

One would assume Fanny ‘to be pure stereotybper the fallen

b
woman, Chopin makes her more than that by - offerlng in a

minimun ‘of words Fanriy s side of the story. Through

~ - Fanny's eyes, the reader sees another David, as real a

man as Thérese's lover, and learns why after the first

" marriage Fanny “began to dread nim and defy Him" (779).

David's relationship with Fanny had been superficial

.from the starts; Fanny had quickly "felt herself as of
" little consequence, and ~in a manne,.rq,' dvgrlooked" (798).

Her desires-and self-will are never acknowledged; she is

at most David's helpmeef and, during the second marriage,

treated as his. child. In essence, David drives her to

"desperate meéns and to the eventual despairing end. For

example, after their reunion and despite his knowledge of

her sensitivity, he uproots her from her secure if morally
[ f

“*tainted world and forces her move to an alien and alien-

ating land. It is not surprising that on her first night
in Therése s world Fanny finds "a certain mistrust was
creeping into her neart with the nearing darkness" (794)

It is not only night that Chopin invokes here, nor is it

. '.the mental darkness of Famny's stupors. It is a foresha-

-
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- counterpart to Fanny: Hoxqeyer. the man closest to David.

97

" dowing of Fanny's end as well as recoghition of the’

truth of Fanny's existence and perceptions: the moral

murkiness of her marriage, the rude erasure of her dreams

_as when she later hears David call Thérése's name in his

dark delirium, the moral and spiritﬁal blindness she

"faces as she realizes that neither David nor ‘fhérése sees

her 'L:rue self; the final inky blackness which is her death.
The destruction of Fanny's precariously maim:ained_

self--and, coincid‘en"tally, the death of Marie Louise,

symbol of the old life--because of the moral theories and

RS <

practices of Théreése and'David judges darkly both woman-

hood ideology and.the patriarchal, whether feudal or éapi=-.

talist, If an individual, even if only a weak woman, be
driven'intpdsoli:tt_lde‘ an'd‘ alienation by accepted morality,
what theﬁ is the ciifference between morality and immoral~
ity? similarly, if a man destroy his life to save his

soul, what is the worth of morals? Finally, if a woman »

were to realize the c‘ost of womanhood's morality_and that
. there is not one true, faultless way of being, how then

. does she live? Chopin's answer to the last is the "moral®

of her tale: gzome women and men d9 .not survives ‘some do,
but only after questioning authority, admitting self-will,

and accepting self-doubt and continual self-transformation

 as the basis, of existence in an, at best, azmoral world.

Chopin suggests such a survivor in -the character

B ke
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Home»yer'ﬂs philosophy of life and re acti;on’to David's
* actions are continually recalled biy David at crucial

moments. For example, -David reviews Homeyer s response
to h.‘LS remarriage and the moral issues involvedx

And what had Homeyer said of it? He had
. railed of course as usual, at the submission of

" a human destiny to the exacting and ignorant o
rule of what he termed moral conventionalities.: -
He had startled ang angered Hosmer with his '
denunciation of Thérese's sophistical guidance.
Rather--he proposed-~let Hosmer and Thérése
marry, and if Fanny were to bé redeemed--

- ‘ though he pooh-poohed the notion as untenable

with certain -views of what he called the rights
to existence: the existence.of wrongs--sorrows—-
-diseases--death--let them all go to make up the
éonglomerate whole-- and let the individual man
hold on to his personality. But if she must be
redeemed~--granting this point to their little-
ness, let the redemption come by different ways.
than those of sacrifice:s let it be an outcome
from the capability of their united happmess.

. (777)
David, the slave to "Love's prophet” (777), Thérese,

cannot at this point accept Homeyer s advice but neither

can he totally cast it from his mJ.nd. Later, David

recalls ano'ther conversat:.on concernlng religions, appli-

- cable to Therese s Catholicism, and socia_l evolutlon, 1deas

unhea.rd of in hls and Thérése's philosophy:

- "Homeyer would have me thmk that all religions
are but mythological creations invented to sat-
isfy a species of sentimentality--a morbid
craving in man for the unknown and.undemonstrable, '’ «

(?92)

. .he belleves in a natural ad.]ustment...In an
i inna't:e reserve force of accomodation. What we
. commonly call ‘laws in nature, he styles accidents
: --in-society, only arbitrary methods of expedi-

-
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'ency, which, when they outlive- their usefulness

to ‘an advancing and exacting civilization, should

. be set aside., He is a little impatient to

always wait for the inevitable natural ad justment.®

(792-793) .
Homeyer, then, is a man beyond the manners and morals of
‘David and Thérése, a sophisticated realist coupling a
long-range optimism wi’cﬁ Vimnedia:t:e pessimism. Homeyer is
,algo a character bgyopd the text: he neither appears;_. nor
is he given a vérifiab;l.e exiétence. Homeyer is such an
illusory and visionary being, in fact, that Thérése early
on sqrmi'ses‘he is David's altér-ego‘ Chopin never corro-
borates this interpretation‘in her narration but instead
leaves Homeyer as.a voice deeply embedded in David and
gtrangely distanced from the text. Jué‘t ag Théreése spe=-
culates thva_‘c Homeyer is David's inner voice, it is ¢extual
cﬂbuntarpoint to conj‘ecture— that Homeyer is the other nar-
‘rator, Choiain's secret critical voice. This theory is
given substance by Thé’résé's awakening to new consciousness
and the lover's final discourse.

Thérésg begins to question her moral allégiance
and goals onge Fanny arrives at Place-Du-BHois. Thérese

hears Fanny's story and thereafter sees before her the

effects of -her moral stance. Her self-gacrifice is shown

- to be futile, 'and her morals become less sélf-glbrified:

she thinks, "Were Fanny, and her own pre judices, wortn

the sacrifice which she znd Hosmer had made?" (808) Later

she ponders whether her morglity is finally a nﬁrtur,ance

.
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now only within her power to make those lives bearable.
" Shortly thereafter, ’l‘,hérése dreams that Her aétions ‘to

self-doubt. Grégoire's death, as well as Jogint's

_murder, makes righteousness impossible: ‘Grégoire is of

her world has proven to be at least p

' <
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T or denial 6f life: “the doubt assailed her whether it

were after -all worth while to strive against the sorrows -

of 1ife that can be so readily put aside® (810). At the

same time David comes to realize that their morality

costs too much but that he cannot break faith with L
Thérése. At this point, however, 11: clearly becomes ' ‘
gsolely Thérese' ,s duty to ocffer moral support to both of ,
them: it was her will that their lives be so, and it is

gave David had only served to kill him.\ysne has here sub-~
consciously reéogniz)ed the relativi‘ty of her moralitys

She had always thought this lesson of right and
wrong a very plain one. S0 easy of interpreta-
tion “that the simplest minded might solve it if
they would. And here had come for the first time .
in her life a staggering doubt as to i‘ts nature
edee5he continued to ask herself only 'was I
right?" and it wads by the amswer to that question
that she would abide, whether in the stony content
of accomplisheéd righteousness, or in an enduring
remorse that pointed to a goal in whose labyrine~
- thine possibilities her soul lost itself and -
fainted away. (840) . ‘ . :

But there are no easy either-or answers for Thérése, and’

she consciously enters a state of contemplation and

her blood, and she ‘bherefore believes that she shares
responsz.blln:y for all the bloodshed. ~~the ldeology of. ' o
a.?tially based on R S

immorality and hypqcrisy. Her. relationship with bavid‘
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‘ W an‘d'Fanny only.serves to force this realization deeper

. oo into her c&nscioﬁsness. As she tells David after Fanny's

v death, "'I have seen myself at fault in following what
seemed the only right. I ’feelu as if there were no way '
to ltum for the truth. 0ld supports a:ppear to be giving

way beneath me. They were so secure before'" (872).  And

so Thérése arrives at the brink of so_cial and self ‘aliena-

tion, h
David offers Tﬁe’rése and himself a way out bu:t: ‘L
not, as one would expect of a less sophisticated work,
fby offering ‘his new supports--bourgeois ethics--as alter-
native world view., David has also geen into the heart of
hig morality which is, obviuusly, not that dlfferent from
L Therese s. For all their seemingly crucial differences--
. z - aex, class; manners, mores--David and Thérese are still
" identically caught in ‘che deadly web of ?a‘trlarchal laeo-
logy, and, as David points out, it is no!t within those
trad:.t:.onal boundaries that they will flnd the llmits of
self and knowledgez

/
'Thérese, said Hosmer firmly, 'the truth in its
. entirety isn't given to man to know--such know-
PR ledge, no doubt, would be beyond human endurance.
: But we make a step towards it, when we learn that
L. oo -there ig rottenness and evil in the world, mas-
e querading as right and morality--when we learn to
Co know the living spirit from the dead letter. I-
have not cared to stop in this struggle of life
to question., You, perhaps, wouldn't dare to
.. alone. Together, dear one, we will work it out.
: " Be sure there is a way--we may not find it in
the end, but we will at least have tried.' (872)

It is a declaration’ such as Homeyer would have made.

1
1
§
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union of ,profj.taﬂalo and, promising love. Chopin, however,

““the potentiality lies solely within the power and will of*
" Thérdse's last whispered words; self-fulfillment is not _

' can be. said and heard by those who go beyond acceptance

,
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(‘ ~ The novel's conclusion re-establishes difference :

and offers a quick glimpse at transcendence of separatlon.

David and Therese have married and have clearly begun a

I new life which incorporates the best of their old worlds

'but which is beyond the strictures and n&ms of. the ¥rad-
1t?:9?;;l' David while stil”lvthe gensible capitalist has
loamed éénéitivity through his experience with 'I‘.‘hérééée.'
Similarly, ‘fhérése while yet‘ the plantation mistreés is
no longer a cold saint b;rt has instead come to anlmowledge
and- express her ;.ndividu’ality.\ The Joming of 0ld and
new worlds. the marr:.age of land’ and induStry, of South

R

and North, of woman 4rid man result fmally in a utopic

does. not descend'\into romance here, ' She makes clear that

transeendeme and self-fulf:.llment are possnble but that
each indivj.dualn the reader is not privy to Dam.d's and
an end but, "a‘pr;o:cess. Chopin only. notes that such words

of allenation and continually str:Lve to understand the
"llvmg splrlt, OPposﬂe to the dead endn,ng ‘of. “A Point

e

at Issue.z "ot Fault's conclusmn is open-ended natural ,

adjus*t:men:b“ whlch offers not so much a f'esolutn.on as a

senge of a posn.tive future, 2 new world.

‘rhe par'b:Lal compromise of the text lJ.es in the
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{ ‘ t o foms and techniques Chopin uses. Chopin’ is not yet ‘a“ ‘

by E o .’ . - : .
v - sufficien‘t:ly sophlsticated writer and social orltic to be” :

[

‘eble’ to produce a completely um.fied work of social — .

o fiction. Too of‘ten her central cbncerns play second r ole" . y

% o to stereotyp:.cal characteruation, witty ‘s#abs at “‘i§°r a S ‘l
" . issues. and her exper't but’ dlsruptive introduction of “ oL #
‘ dialec't.) The' melodramatic Gregoire-Melicent love story - e

) d‘OBS not finally add as much as it distracts from the de- '
- RN o ‘velopment ‘of the realistic main plot. The conflation of SN I

: . ' f-a:te ahd Self-;will is. aiso -heévyhanded si.nce 1:& is a.b- ’« - e
ruptly and violently forged as climax. . This was, of ) : . ,"' |
cqurse, her first novel, and in several sections it reads: ‘B Y
: as such. L ' . « . o ;i
‘;. y That Chopin herself realized her inadequatea skill %?
. ~‘§3¢f~._v,ﬁ}'~', is also evident. She seemed to comprehend that her own | 9
_— crltical impa'bience made her resor‘t to textual methods of R
) eknediency to reach her philosophical end s’catements. D, "
;:, o ;'-~,_" that she 'had ‘attempted too much too soon. Ag the next . - f . oo
. ' sectlon w:.ll “argue, she turned back to short fiction and

: ,.uSed &t as a testmg ground for the' then&es. images; and
‘ techn:.ques Jater. brought together in her final master- k °

SR " - pJ.ece, The Awakenz.ng. She would there pay special at-

Co co _tention to the process of coming to consciousness. la.eﬁ- L

oL crltical process only partially real:,zed in At Fault. - e
e Yoo . i
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- S color etories. 'I'ha.t Chopin had more to sey than what

IR .. . Momen in Qld and New Worlds of’ S o

.+ .and apdience, is strange and: rare. s

KU " begun almost’ immediately ai'ter At Fault aﬁd flhl.shed in
ST November 1890 she clearly rea.lized ‘what was acceptable

, " B words for her cr:.tics. In any case, the »J.ncreasingly s

.+t " 11, 'Selected Short Stories, 1891-1897 S
T Ideals. Sacrifices, “and Desires AU

a -

1

Ly ’ Though Kate Chopin( woul'd continue td experimant

‘ with various fictional forms, her post-1891 work focusses’ R '
| "o more and more on the eppressiveness of ‘womanhood ideology ‘ 1‘ i
e and the arduousness of woman g- quest for self., This fact
.. is pa:r:tiéularly striking when one considers the popularity
‘ . of ChOpln 8 less adventurous ‘work-~for example, her 1ocal

- v

could be gaid in conventional fiction is ‘patent; that she )

¥
I 3

had’ the- courage to: do 8o, risking the loss of reputation

- S One cannot k:now what. made Chopm Pollow the lJ.t- -
: erm cQurse she did. One can speculate that after the

total re.)ectlon of her second ‘novel,» Ynung Dr. Gosse, .’ . v

.

;F’ "oand what was not. ‘One can go further and theorlze ,that / :

’ -

L uher post 1891 stories reveal that ‘she chose to remain

| u‘ centered on what was not to be written or said in. g@lite

l 4

" ‘ llterature. Perhaps that had been her eonsciols, 1ntent:t.on

S

- a.ll elong, one which she did not sta.te in so many bold ‘o

r
> : - .
¢ -

'.,, . _narrowed. sub',)ect of her mld-career stames suggests that

Chopin bbth w:l.shed to subvert and challenge true womanhood

R
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_: ground and-read as fairly conventional historical and - o

- the promotion of her two novels. There are, to .be- sure. L 1
W unconventlonal herolnes even herezw Marianne in "The Maid o Q“f
of Saint - Phllllppe" (written 19 April 1891), Fifine in ‘~g°* <

) ”A Very Fine Fiddle" (13 September 1891), Boulotte in -

>

exiles because of class or. circumstance' except for the é
’ mythlc Marianne. all are pragmatlc survivors who break _ - ) '%
COnventlon for good'reason and thus: are flnallyunot as o ’ ? "'é
, rebelllous as anpears on first readlhg. It is enly when?' “':*;iﬁ‘fé
Chopln purposely focusses on allenatlon that her storles ‘ l f,é
begln to rlse above the ordlnarm Even 80y twn of her m" ( ‘é
earllest storles ln’thls-veln--"Beyond the Bayou" (7 Nov;f‘ ’;
ember 1891) and “After the Wlntar” (31 December 1891)-- ; :t; p?acﬂ;
’ fall to show the roots of soclal cdnfllct thax effect an o ?
, o ) . _ ; ‘o
/ l ; . B ! MR ‘ , L

' per{od center on tﬁree themes under the heading of ide—;\ . ,“:.

"Boulot and Boulotte" (20 September 1891), Lolotte Bordon

- - .o
J T . .- b

il L

ideology in her wofk‘and that she.was herself progress- : " ;‘?“'
ively informed by the critical process she persistently. . ”_-*‘~

pursued despite censure. Thus her major stories of this ' - ‘%;f~..

ologyx the solitary awakening of the alienated indivi-

dual, the virtues and faillngs of motherhood as self-. —;:

BE e

fulfillment, and the realm of the senses as baxtleground

for the self.. . A o o

- Her’ 1891 stories for the most part break no new .. o -

LY

local color tales. Her main energy was then going toward

- 3 v &3

in "A>Rude Awakenlng" (13 July 1891). All are SOClal
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| alienated life. 1In both, the ‘protagonists--respectively,
- the black La Folle and the ruined Southerner Michel-~have

_been-driven insane by the experiences of war and atroci-

ties. Both abjure society~untilh by accident.\fhey'are

o ,brought back into the fold through the acts of children.

'Chopin does not lnvestlgate the causes of self-exile nor
' does she seem to desire anyth;ng less than full recohecili-

ation of individual with sociefy, There is a hint, how-

"‘ever, that society has changed its ways at least parti-

ally because of the actlons of 1ts self-exiled: in both

storles. society walts with open arms for the return of
" its crltlcs, and it is a. warm world- of "infinite peace. "19
. At the same time, it is a}rgoiant world‘only at its
'Ceﬁﬁer; as Michel perceivés. even in hig'transcendént

moment, there is always "the hill far off that was in

. » black shadow against the sky" (188). Hereafter, Chopin

'wiil ooncern‘heréelf almost obsessively with the black
,shadows on the 'social margins. No longer will she oe
contented with emancipation from alienation if it only .
leads to return to the old world that is still bordered
in darimess. : !
“Ma ame Pelagle, written 27228 August 1892, and

"D931ree s Baby," wrltten 24 November 1892, clearly mark

“* her “break with traditional.reconciliation themes and

) 'superflclally happy endlngs. In both, she takes up the

true woman paradlgm. sets it 1n the hlstorlcal contexts

of an éntebellum and a postbellmn South, and subtly

M " - A0 N N . =
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xposes the power and the basge of womanhood ideology.

' "Desiree s Baby" takes place in the old -South,
ad the reader is presented.with‘two portraits of that

time and Place. .One centers on the genteel and peaceful - ' . o

9 c 2
Vahnonde. grand plantaxion ‘of a couple. of the same name, . ?
Here Desiree 13 abandoned as a baby and taken up as the

Valmondés ~own child. At the outset of the story, she . : y 3
is elghteen, has grown "ta be bgautiful and gentle. af-
fectionaxe and. sincere.n-the idol of Valmonde nl5 She,

haa ‘just left her perfect world for L*Abri, the planta- o )
tion ‘of her impa381oned husband, Armand, Aubigny.. CoerT

A8 AT NabaTes Tevs Ln T

1;4' L'Abri is the black horizon glimpsed in Chopin' g‘
earlier story. ‘Unlike Valmondé, it is a dark world of %
sadnees and barely‘restrained brutality. The passians :é
of ;ts‘mester result not in love and fruitfulness for & :%
this world, as they do at first wlth Désirée, but in - . z
ruthlessness and barrenness. It is a world of power in: E:

. which Armand's will and desire color evérything, just as | é
the oaks around his house "shadowed it like a pall" (241). J%'
Désirée's dual emotions of happiness and fear early in NI a 'gl
&

dual darkness and despair. And it comes as no surprise

’ .and literally--by Armand. o

-
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their marriage (242) foreshadow their fall into indivi-

at the end that the one symbol of a new bright world--
Déiirée's newborn son--should prove death-dealing pre-
cis:;y because it has been darkened--both figuraxively

’ ‘k
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Because their son is seen to have black blood,

' ,De’siréhe loses evérything: ghe falls from ideal to ani-

mal, even though Chopin immediately clarifies fof the’
reader that it is Armand who is the inhuman beast and
not she (243). The checked cruelty of Armand isl un-
leashed: 'thé_ slaves suffer as does their supposed

sigter, Désirée, and it is all her fault. That Désirée

\ » ' - '. (] 13 .
is blamed for the impurity of their son is both cir-

cunstantial and telling. Monsieur Valmondé had fore-
seen such a situation before the wedding. " Armand had
:resi)ond‘ed to his warnings about her obscure past: by
saying that  the Aubigr;y name wc;uld make Désirée into

the compleat ideal. Here Chopin reveals the base of

true womanhood--male power--and the agent of feminine
self-fulfiliment-»-male desire. Furthermore, even though
Azjmaﬁd has a"somewha'l;. slj.adowy past and an equally dark

present, there is never a moment--until the final dis-

:elosure--that suspicion falls on anyone but Désirée.

It is c'l_éar that Chopin here utilizes the theme of
‘racism to illuminate her critical reading of women's )
powerlessness and defencelessness if women live within
’che. true patriarchal world. Chopin d;ives hém‘e the truth

that no matter how a woman lives, no matter what she

" makes herself to be, she can be destroyed—-énd w-nith' full ‘

soclal sanction--if ghe does not fit the specified model °

in every way, even in those points outside hei‘_power.
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In Armand's-world, Désirée deserves social oblivion or
death since she’ has passed herself off as other than what

she really is: her reali%y, rooted in her body, is a

black stain on him and his world, "upon his home and his |

name" (244). . . ' o
‘ Désirée ;136 comes to believe hersglf doomed,J
though nét at fault. Ever a true womaﬁ. she remains ob-.
i}?ious"to the very last of her rights and her power.

She is the last to realize her child is black; she is the

last to accept that she must be the cause of this since

o

her husband has said it is so. However, she also never .

- accepts her fall from true womanhood, and this is what ° fi

finally destroys her. Her identity is inextricably
rooted in her relationship to Armand as his wife and

~,mothér'or his child. If he deny his. child and cast her

off .as wife and lover, Désirée is not only abandoned,

‘but she is no longer Désirée. Schooled too well in the

manners and constraints of ‘true womanhood, . Désirée her-

self denies’escape from the patriirchal world and instead
chppses a literal and suicidal descent into and not
beybnd’the bayou. Even though Chopin makes clear at

the end that Désirde was not at fault--Armand's mother

wasg part black--Chopin also indicates that her. exonera- .

" tion.is not the point at issue but that Her~sélf-destru¢-

" tion is.

Chopin does .suggest ways of escape for women.

- \
.
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. One is the path chosen by Arﬁaﬁd's'mofhgr, again a woman

whoge life was dependent on male compassion and power.

" The father proves more humane than the son, but this does

not compensate for the mother s 1life .of exile and burial

i

in an alien land. Andther way is offered by Madame Val-

o

mondé. Though she accepts the "fact" of Désirée's

——

' blacknesé. she does not deny Désirée's person. After

'pésirée writes, her for self-confirmation and solace,

Ma&aﬁe Valmondé answers: - "'My own'Désir§ex Come' home

to Valmondé; back to your mother who loves you. Come with ,
your child'" (243). She does not verify Désirée's whitenesé
because éhe cannot; she does not negate Deslree s relatlon-

ship to her because she chooses not to do so. She is the

~ character with greatest consclousness, then, a woman who .

will transcend racist and sexist ideology to protect her

" own and, in this case, the female. Désirée,hof course,

does not even .perceive the boésibility of a female world;

unlike her mother, she proves to have less congciousness '

" of her innate self. She has accepted herself as an idol

-and like all idols is "silent, white, mo%ionless"}(zuj),
unconscious, easy to destroy. Once accused, she cén never,

unliRExher mother and perhaps Armand's father, find the

. depths of her true. self as anything but black obllVlon:
~ as she tells her mother, "'I 'shall die. I must dre. I

" cannot be so‘unhappY. and live'" (243). 4And, as in At

Fault, Chopin leaves the reader witH an awareness of

 where the fault lies: not mereingn the frail hands-of

, -

’
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_powerless individuals but in the actions -of all the indi-"~
v1duals who support the patriarchai world whose social
—_—
fauits w1den finally into the black abyss that embraces
Des;rée.- ‘ » .
"Ma® ame Pélagie” more openly points to the ruin
effected by adherence to reactionary ideology. The story~
g“is set in a postbellum South and portrays two ‘sisters
. caught betWeen the o0ld and new worlds seen in At Fault,

'%elagie and Pauline Valmét, respectlve;y Fifty and thirty—

five years old, live in a comfortless log cabin beside the

.. ruins-of their mansion which was torched during the Cizdl

wsr, \Pélagie's onlyfdeeire is to rebuild the mansion and:
die there. Their niece La Petite comes to visit and-

.desplte -her love of life tries to fit into thelr backward
looking ex13tence, finally rebelling agalnst livxng solely
in the past. Pauline, who has come to love La Petite, '

~tells her 31ster she will die if the niece leaves since

- there will then be no present or future -for Pauline' on ’

" the CBte Joyeuse. The conflict is-thus seen to be between
two worlds, both s?mbolized by womeni the'old‘true”woman-
hood ways of Pélagie;'the new life, "the pnngent atmosphere

1, of an outside and dimlyﬂknown world,”1® embodied in La.

. Petite and desired by Pauline. Unlike that .in "Désirée's
'Baby," the battle here -is 91mple and the outgome almost a
given; hcwever,'the final resolutlon for Pelagie is strl-
ing}y parallel to Désirde! a\flnal walk away f;om the old

world;

' ty
t N
.
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Pélagie is the true Southern woman. Despite the
"loss of home, wealth, and power, she clings to the past
and the dream of what once was. Even t@ough she eventu-
ally perceives the falseness of her dream, the basic cor-

ruptness 6f her world, she never renounces her past or

her true womanhood conception of self as queen and . martyr.

She. remalns meerlous and self-allenated to the end.

Frgm the outset of the story, 1t is clear that
'Pglagieﬁis a woman of great will and power. She has ef- ’
';fedtively ruled her sister’'s life for thirty years and
has atéempted tovtrain her to bé ;a true Valmét" (233).

It is Pélagié's dream--and paséioﬁ--to resurrect her

past; not Pauline's since she cannot remember.it,'bﬁt

the quest is less personalt than'pélitical: the past

holds -a élace for'Pélagie'in which she was socially'securé,
part of a whole which sﬁeltered each individual from ac-
cusation and consciousness of fault. Like Thérése in

At Fault, Pélagie”thinké the old way is the only way.

Her denial of reallty is strong even in the face
of La Petlte. In one of their first embraces, Pelagle
looks only for "a likeness of the past in thé living
present“‘(234), refuging to see anything other than her
‘dream. ‘She is untauched when her niece later states that
llife at CSﬁe Joyeuéé is ﬁilling her and theﬁ,‘at the sane .
time geﬁtlf offering criticism and a way out of eﬁtra@-

ment: , . , -

E backward: here. I must live ano??er life; the - - -

A . e "y
- .

'veelt 'is.as though a weight were pressing me '-,:~

#




S

L
¢

\n

113°

1ifé I lived before. I want to know things that

are happening from day to day over the world, .

‘and hear them talked about. I want my music, my .
books, my companions. If I had known no other -
life but this one 'of privation, I suppose it

would be different. If I had to live this life,

'T should make the best of it,” But. I do not have

to; and you know, tante Pélagie, you do not need

to. It seems to me,' she added in a whisper,

v *that it is a sin' against myself.' (234-235)

) For Pélagie} La Petite is_a‘new woman and not a true

Valmét: La Petite thinks.of herself instead of Pélagie's

collective, and it is of no consequence to Pélagie thaf

~“”ithé¢ community is nearly dead. On the other hand,

Pauline sees her niece as her "'saviour; like one who

_had come and taken me by the hand and was leading me

somewhere-~gomewhere I want to go" (235). It is only
when Pduline says that she will die if La Petite is
_forced to leave because of Pélagie's morbidity that
Pélagie‘s dream and world fall apart.. Pauline is the:
last but for Pélagie, and Pauline has now rejected the

' dream for reality. Pauline is also Rélagie's charge, for

whom she has always gacrificed. Pélagie has now been
called to make the ultimé;e sacfifice, to give up her
dfeam for someone who no longer loves her'in‘thg old way,
and as a true woman she-dogs so. The ideologicai simi-
larity between Pélagie and Désirde is obvious, but )
Pélagie is finally revealed as the perversely dark woman- ‘
hood exgmp;ar;

Chopin portrays Pélagie throughout as a harsh

and narrow-minded woman. Despite her calculated appear=-

v
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-‘ance ‘ad a coneerned’ anci self-sacriﬁcing sigter, Pélagie

is expoaed as an’ urmoved and selr-seeking tyrant. Sheﬂ.
is thus also similar to A;mend. both being bound to .
concepts of honor. and loyalty that deny individual desire
or Being beyond their own. It is after her scene with
Pawline that the reader sees the true Pélagie:s a living .

-ghogt vihose .reality lies not in this world b,uf in the .
'ruined and ruinous past. She widlks through the destroyed -~

mansion. ironically oblivious of actual "light or dark"
(236),~ "to see the visions that nitherto had crowded her

" days 'and nights, ‘and to bid them farewell" ( 236) She

rellvee ‘her past, her initial denial of war threats, .'her

romanticized remembrances of the siaves' lot. Even when

she recalls the slaves' revolt, she remembers her noncon-

4

sciousness, her complicit denial of the knowledge that her

world could be eo built on v:.olence and oppress:.on. Ab- 7 ;
ruptly, she feels again her desire to kill a black woman, |
to then die in the fire "to show them how a daughter‘ of -
/Leuisiana can perish before her conquerors" (237). Her'

visions are both cruel and wildly -se'htimental, and her

" dream is clearly seen as just that, a'superficia.l ren- _,' o

dering of the actual nightmare past. The reader also

gseeg that Pelagle s reactionary and rac:.st nonconscious-

ness is her past and her quest and that’ J.'t is only Paullpe .
who has ma.de her live on precisely because Pauline has ) iy )
never fitted in Pélagie's vision of self and aworlndi. |

Pauline kept her from the perfect heroine's death;. . -

s




" be the recipieﬁt of Pélagie's greatest gift--her dream

' ated and alienating to the very last.

' with pleasant companions and music. Pauliné has been

her reality that will 1ivé, like Thérése in At Pault and
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Pauline, no matter what now occurs, will always keep her

from recapturing the whitewashed past. Yet Pélagie is a |

;urvivor, and she finds a use for Pauline: Pauline will n

and her desired self. Pélagie thus creates an almost
equally romantic and repressive vision of martyrdom to

replace her primal dream. She has chosen to live alien-

o8

; At the end, the land lives up to its namet a

new house stands on the site of the ruins, one complete

ey

reborn, and La Peéite no longer denies her true self.

waever, like the shadows of L* Abri, Pélagie stands

“a;éne. draped in black, just on the edge of this new

world. As Chopin concludes, "How could it be different! @
Whi}e”the outward ppesgﬁre of a young ané joyous existence
had forced hérvf;otsteps info the lﬁght, her soul had
st;&éa in the shadow of the ruin” (239). Unlike Madame

- Valmondé, Pélagie could not transcend her social preju-

_ dices, ideological upbringing, and her patriarchal con-

sciougness of self and others. Chopinfpresents nothing

, npositive in Pélagie'or her past. Furthermore, at the -

‘end Pélagie is séen to have aged suddenly as if .she had.

been denied vampiric sustenance, her living off the past

and those who made her past possible. It is Pauline and
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E .. - her _new world,p it is a- time and plaee of unknowns. ‘but
R 3 is at least of. "the liv:mg spirit.“ More important,
. 7 that the new world is born through the influence of a

new homan. small but sure of self, is indicative of .

- ‘::f.-‘ .‘ "Choziin'e belief in women s positlve power and will if
R they go "against ';he accepted ways and seelc self-fuli’lll- ,
1 ,‘-"-.?ment. o , ) ‘ '
‘ A o Chopin hed ea.rIier written another etory on this J

theme of moral guardlanship and, bli:nd social" nonconseious- )
; nees. "Mies McEnders" (7 March 1892), and would continue

. .to explore this topio in later pieces. WOman 8 compllclty

Mo,

with. corrupt eocial eyetems and ideolog:x.es would also
remain a. cen'tral subject throughout -Chopin's career. So
. too would Chopz.n continualiy return to the dilemma of -
desire versus duty,. eelf-fulfillmen“t versus social %
‘_eanctlon--for example. in such s‘toriee as "La Belle .
Zoraide" (21 September 1893) -and "Lilacs" (14-—16 May 1894)':
bt "~ Her mast complex stories,’ however, take up the secondary |
oharaeters seen :m the storles dbscussed aboves the’
Paulines. the Madame «Valmbndes, the women who experience o
some sort of personal’ and social awakening. Chapin began
'to explore in deta:Ll 'thap quickenlng of consciousness
* and . the effec‘ts o;‘ that process, what ‘a woman does with
-.her past, present, and future once she perceives her
individuallty and her self-deslre. Chopin' "The Story
‘of an Hour," wrltten 19 April 1894, is un'doub,tedly,her,
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<- and_point to The Awakenmg, it is impor’cant to''note’ that - °

: Ventional woman. Her development as a writer can be = Lo ke

began The Awakening, and "The Storm® written 39 July 1898

‘ pess:unism seen.in her ‘work; each plece cen‘ters on a strong
woman who“irvirtually untouched by the despair and dilem- :

' mas found in Chopin's more realistic flction.

ceM

work and, indeed, is a rustic fable wi‘th an almos‘c femi-

,woman. In short, she is a seemmgly amoral. nearly- Ama— e
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"nost famous and intense reading in this line. . - S SR

-: + o
)

Before' discussing that story and those that follow ,, %

Chopin first penned another portrait of aahighly uncon-

PR L
~

marked by 't:heée singular pieoee, the first--"Wfser Than a BT
God”--coming at the beginning of her career, , A2elie '

\
-t
L
T R TR
o o
. ;

written on 22-»23 July 1893 and closing off the seoond
stage end introducing the pre-Awakening stories, "An . IR
Egyptian Cigarette" written in April 1897 just before she ‘

~
et

goon after. she had finished her masterpiece°.~ One could ’

argue that eaci'x story acts as ‘Chopin's release from the

- *
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"Azelie" is conspicuously unliké Chopin’ s other ) T

nist but qulte mplicit moral. Azalie is a“poor farmer's ]

daughter who neither acts nor thlnks 11ke a conventional

BRI N 70 bk
K
> . .

.
oD ;mm“fﬁ"

zonian female who barely'aclmowledges male reality. She . ‘

first offends the shop-tender ‘Polyte when she refuses“tole_/ SRS

act according to his sexual ideology:s

There was no trace of any intention of coquetry
in her mammer. He resented this as,a token of
tindifference ;oward his sex, and thought it

inexcusable.l : . o - ,
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SO e i.a'ter she further disorders his actua.l world and h:Ls
ideolcgical world view when she breaks mto hié s'l;ore ”

[

s ’

T and takes\what she and her fa:ther need; S :;

Col ‘She ° séemed to have no shame :or, regret for what .- - .". o
, R she ‘had done, and plainly did not realize: tha‘t:‘ o T

e . it was a dz.sgraceful ‘act. 'Polyte often " .. ‘-
. co : 'shuddeéred with disgust to discern in her a being

N - ... g0 wholly devoid of moral sense. (295) ; o

A

o S Even so, he falLs in love with her, primar:.ly because he B E I
. SR . mi,srea.ds her actions and presentation .6f self as those e '

T .' ,of a heipless damsel in distress who needs a k:nn.ght in

a~ashi‘.nmg amor to tame and protect hers

T 1 v
}

R He would keep her with Aim when the others went . ;
- " away. He longed to rescue her from what he felt = "~ -~ "I -
. . to be the demoralizing influences of her family =~ - R N
- © and her surroundlngs., .'Polyte believed he would " 1
) ST be able to awaken Azélie to finer, better &
oL e C impulses when he should have her apart to e 1,
L g himself. (296) v : ST,

- ¥ B ! These roman'tic and ideologically canvent:.onal not:.ons are z,\ - ' g |
. ‘ g:wen shor’c shrift by Az€lie, who cooly dlsmi(sses hls .. 1
": L - advanceSl "She was not indlgnant; she was not flustered .
Ce * ' or agitatéd, as mlght have been a susceptlble, coquettlsh S N A
glrl, she was only astonished, and anhoyed" (295) Re-= = '

- o fusing his proposal.and thus his world, she suddenly L e .

sl . ‘leaves with her fam:.ly for warmer cl:Lmes. She is through- c

3 3 a 51‘9 L

out her relationship with him untouched and uptouchable. SR

r‘! *

Though the reader is offered little.insight into-.Azélie's

) ;-personal sense of self and world, it is obvious that she,
.'!,J.ke Paula- in "Vuser ,Than a God, ig outside society and

. content to rema.m there. She is alien to 'Polfte ‘s class;

’ g3
- Yf T
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. und:es:.ring of h:.s love and salvation. and, unlike Paula. )

A

"j she is firmly at't:ached and ;‘espensmle to her small com=: _
’ muni‘cy.‘ She appears con’tent, s‘trong in will and self. D ‘ , T u?}

and her power f:.na.lly draws 'Polyte away frem ‘his world
at the end ag he qults his store to follow in her. foo'c- ! . ]

i3 . . .- t ¥
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- ] Chopin perhaps suggests “in thls open ending tha't R

despite appea.rances and expectations, the allena'ted may
lead a desirable, even enviable, exlstence based on Te=
spons:.ble and responsive a.ffect:.on and concern. But, of' |
course, Azelie is forever a social anoma.ly, like the T %
animal in "Emanc:.pa‘c:,on. " Her par‘blcular case offers L - é’
:melicit morals but not a model of consciousnees or . :
struggle. Hers is a complete, self-contamed, eelf- ;o ‘ - ’
sufficient world in- whlch all good things come to her at l
;ast_. This is not the typical . condltion explored in -
tho‘pin 8 later if:.ctlon. X '
‘ “_,'phe 'S‘c‘ory of ’-an“Ho‘ur,‘" on l:bhe other hand,. ' =~ .- I. ;
details a #ery ,orai:naz"y reality .and is a conscientious _ .

. analysis of that mox;xent in a woman's life whena‘the Ce T ety
boundariee of. ‘{:he‘ accepted everyday world are suddénlyq} |
shattered and the process of selfhconsciousness.begins.' '
Louise Maila.z:d, dutiful wife and true‘ womem, is gen*'t:ly R
) told that her hqsband has been killed in a 't;'ain acci-y’

”dent. Her response is a‘typical, _and it is this that.is

; fcne sub ject of jthe storys what Louise thin}c,s and feels

ok

v 0 -
¢




. as she finds herself thrust into solitude

: contempla“tion for ’the first time.

Louisé appears in the opening as the frail,

genteel, devoted wife of a prosperous businessman; she
cisat first only named as such: Mrs. Mallard. However,-

L heér first response to the traéedy indicates a secdnd

Louise nestling within the ‘social shells

«++8he did not hear the story as many women

have heard the same, with a paralyzed inability

to accept its significance. She wept at once,
with sgdden. wild abandonment, in her sister's
arms.10 - , : )

Cﬁo*jpiﬂn thus implies that some part of Louise readily .

a.c;:epts the news. Sheralso intimates that since Louise

'unconsciously chooses to enfold herself in a female

embrace and not in the arms of the ‘male friend who tells
her of Mallard's dgzath, Louise has already turned to a -

female world, one in which she is central. It is in

.the mid-section of the story, set in Loulse's room, that '

[ .

- Louise and Chopin's reagiez; explore and come to;) under-

gtand reactiori and potential" action, social self (Mrs..

Mallard) and private, female self (Louise),

Louise sits bef‘or"e an open window at first
thinking nothing but me\rely letting impr’gssions o;‘ “the
outer and inner worlds wash over her. Slh;) is gﬁhysically
and sgpiritually depleted but is still sensqously recep-
tive. She .sees the "new ‘spring life" (352) in budding

. trees, smells rain, hears human épd animal song as w1l

-
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as amen "crying his wares” (352). She is both iike a I

tired child dreaming a sad dream (353) and a young woman b

‘self-restrained but with hidden strengths, ‘She is yet
\
Mrs. Mallard. -

Ag she sits in "a sugpension of intelligent

thought” (353), she feels something unnameable coming to
her through her senses,

S drtutvbon.

It is frightening because it is -

not of her true womanhood world; it reaches to her from
the larger world ocutside and would "possess her" (1353).
The unnameable iz, of course, her self-consciousness

which is embraced once she names her experience as eman-

cipatio_n and not destitution: "She said it over and over

]
under her breath:s 'free, free, freel'...Her pulses b\eatA ]

U

fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch

of her body" (353). It is at this pqint that she begihs

ke Gty At

to think, once she has been reborn throygh and in her T
body.

A

5 s e o st i B
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Louise ‘-is immediately ‘aware of her two selves énd
comprehends how each will co-exist, the old fmally giv.ifng B
way to the one new self. Iﬁrs. Mallard will grieve for
her husband who had loved her, but Louise will eventually

revel in the "monstrous joy" (353) of self-fulfillment,

beyond ideological strictures and the repressive effects
of love:

+++she would live for herself. "There would be no-
powerful will bending hers in that blind per-
sistence with which men and women believe they

T et
et edd
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have a right to impose a private will upon a
fellow=creature. A\ kind tention or a cruel

intention made the act seem no less a crime as .
she looked upon it that brief moment of il-
lumination.

And yet she had loved him--sometimes., Often
she had not. , What did it matter! What could )
love, the unsolved mystery, count for in face of
this possession of self-assertion which she : .
suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of
| her being! (353) "
It\is only after Logise _embraces this new consciousness--
her sense of.\personal and spiritual freedom in ‘a new
world--that she is named, ironically, by her ‘sister,’ who
does not even imagine the revolution that has taken\pl—ace :
11‘1 Louise's own room and .pe‘rson; Yet Chopin‘does not
allow simple utopian eﬁdings, and Louisel's sister's in-
trusion into Louise's ‘world prefigures the abrupt end
to her "drinking in a very elixir of life through that .
open, window" (354). o o
Louise leaves her room and descends again into
her past world. Though éhe‘ carriés herself "like. a
goddess of Victory" (354) and has overcome the constraints - -
of her palst self, she ig not armed for the,iethal intru~-
sion of the past world through her front door. Brently
Mallard unlocks his door and mnters unhérmed. His return
from the dead kills Louise, and Chopin's conclusion is
the eritical and caustic remark that all believed "she
had died of heart disease--of joy that kills" (354). It'
is beyond irony to be left at the end with the knowledge

that only Louise and the reader perceived the earlier
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"'death" of Mrs. Mall d and true womanhood and that,

joy--the birtn of individual

indeed, it Was a monstro

A self--a‘nd the erasure of that fulfilled desire by the

return of her husband and, necassarily. her old self
tha‘c murdered her., Far from be&g a melodramatic
ending-, the qonc;usion both informs and warns:s should a
woman ' see ‘the real world. and her individual self within
it and then be denied the right o live out that vision,

‘ that wagir lies non-sense, self-oi{rision, and dissolution.

v Chopin’s‘ana.l&‘sis of womanhoo& ideology and quest for

self ‘here takes on a darker hues her earlier stories

examined the destruction of women who lived w'i;thin traol-,

. itional society; this piece offers no escape for those
who live outside of that world but only so in themselves.

Either way, Chopin gseems to be saying, lies self-oblivion

if only the individual change and not the world.

At this time, Chopin also explored _motherhood in
sevé;'al stories, no doubt as part of her own process’ of
consoioﬁsness. Louise was alone and had no other accept-

able world-~as 1deology had plctured the world of mothers

and children--in which to fulflll herself. ,In such-works "

as "Regret,” written 17 September 1894 and " Athénafge,"
wri’cten 16-28 April 1895, Chopin deplcted 't:he female
desire for children as welg. as the supposed power and

strength gran*ted to mothers. Athenaise. for example, is

‘transformed by her_j -pregnancy which is qescr;bed.as her

"
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'senguous awakening and her self-contained experience;.

‘ Chopin, however, (moved. quickly from that line of argument .

»and later focussed on motherhood as yet another foi:m of
ide‘ologica:l entréprr;en‘i: which some women accepted, along
with the loss of self, and some did n;:t. "A Pair of Silk
Stockings," written in April 1894, shc;ws the dark side of
motherhood and repeats major elements from "The 'Story( of

an Hour" with only a few shifts in class and setting.

) \ N - .
! In this piece, a genteel but poor woman, seemingly

without support and alone except for her children, experi-
ences an awé,kening of sensuous self. Mrs. Somhers is a
woman born to a better class than the one she married-
into, but - she is also a true woman who neither 'shirks.,
sacrifice for her family nor thinks of éﬁything beyond her
immediate life as mother and martyr: .
She had no time--no-second of time to devote to
the past. The needs of the present absgsorbed her -
every faculty. A vision of the future like soéme
dim, gaunt monster sometimes afgalled hér, but
luckily to-morrow never comes. -
- A8 in Louise Mallard's case, the unexpedted occurs:
Mrs. Sommers comes into a veritable fortune,. fifteen
dollars, which she originally plans to spend on her
children. Also like Louise, she is physicaily and spi-

ritually exhausted when she arrives at’ the moment of

contemplation and action; one beging to see .here clearly

' Chopin's definition of the usual effect of womanhood

life: self-depletion. Again just like Louisé, 'she

v

£
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: _fema.le response to a gpecifically feminine luxury, silk

" fillment. Of course,’ tomorrow does come for her just as
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i)

. experiences a sensuous moment--here the particularly

K3

'stockmgs--which reawakens her female self, an experience

which simul‘t:aneously embraces and engulfs her in monstrous

Joy from whlch there is no desire for escape.

After she buys and puts on the stockings, she too

comes to a suspensg.on of J.ntellec__‘tual thought prior to .

‘rebirth of her self: L ' ) S

. She was not going through any acute mental
- process or reasoning with herself, nor was she
’ ' striving to explain to her satlsfaction the
motive of her action.  She was not thinking at
all., She seemed for the time to be taking .a
rest from that laboricus and fatiguing function
‘and” to have abandoned herself to some mechani-
cal impulse that directed .her actions and freed
her of responsibility. (502) .
She feels, she is sensuqusly_alive, she’ begins to be her

old self made new by her greater enjoyment of self-ful-

Bren‘tl& Mallard returned to Louise, and whlle the reali-
zation of her momentary freedom--she spends the money on
herself--and her permanent. obllgatlon--that to her
children--does not klll Mrs. Sommers, it is clear that
she is thrown 1nto a despalr from whlch ‘chere is no
rescue. For Chopir, there is never an easy resolu'tlon
to woman' s quest for self and fulfillment of desire.

| i It is the theme of desire that threads through
Chopin's major stories written immecﬁately pricr t‘o her

work on The Awakeninz. Even as she celebrated the

Senses as the breaking ground for consciousness, she

-
-
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woman "pained and savage
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also portrayed the purely sexual as another trap into

which both men and women fall. Desire becomes passion

_in these works, and passion proves as much, an entrapnient

as ideologicaliy conventional love. .

"Her Letters," written 29 November 1894 is ‘
‘important both because it examines male and female
passion and because it contains what will become the

central image of The Awakening. In this short story, a
n20

with passion goes to destroy

Rer lover's letters. ‘It is a leaden day of "no gleam,

.no rift, no promise" (398), when she can no longer think

“but only feel and act as a wounded animal woulds

* With her sharp white teeth she tore the far
corner from the letter, where the name was
writ‘tem she bit the torn scrap and tasted it
'between her lips and u on her tonigue like some
god-given morsel. (399)

" Unable to give up the letters, she entrusts them to her

husband’'s cares he will destroy them w'i'.thogt reading
them. ’ ' ’
q A year later she has died, and on another ieaden
‘da& of "no gleam, no promise" (400), he fi}xds the letters,
suffers a conflict of will about reading them, and '
finally throws them unopened into a river. ~};Ikis initial
discovery illuminates for us the re;Lationship and rift
between husband and wife, a point brought home by the

bleak refrain, and his later journey to water clarifies

the emptineds of ordinary life and the despair which go
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S

//‘ hand in hand with willful nonconsciousness, He realizes -
‘ that he will never know her true self and ‘that he is

: forevermore alienated from her: "The darkness where he,

stood was impenetrable...leaving him alone in a black,

' boundless universe" (402). His passion for the now

forever unattainable union and his “man-in‘stinct. of
éossession" (401) lead him to see her as his only sal-
vation: to know "the secret of her existence” {404) will’
be to know his own self and the meaning of his existence.
It is the romantic dream of At FPault become nightmare, a.
path to madness and self-destruction instead of new' life,.
It is now that UChc';p:i.n empowers her water symbol,

as will éccur in The Awakenigg. here making it the unna-

tural subject of a madman's perverted passion to know and
to be known by another. The husband returns to the river

and the darkness, emasculated by his inability to know,

savage in his need for consummation. He believes he hears

the call of the water:

It babbled, and he listened to 1.1:. and it told
him nothing, but it promised all. He could hear
it promising him with caressing voice, peace and .
sweet repose. He could hear the sweep, the song
of the water inviting him. (405)

He answers by drowning himself, "to join her and her

secret thought in the immeasurable rest” (405). Both now

“"rest"” in the same final state but not, as the romantic

madman would have it, togethers; instead, they are forever

' alienated in death--the ultimate dissolution--as they were

o
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" and sex, the pull of desire and the pain of passion intro-

fictional release--a story which both encapsulates the
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in 1ife. Passion makes no new worlds, ¢ ’ ceon

Chopin's exploration of the dark side of degire. . -

illuminates only the funereal breach of self-faith and - PR

the impenetrable state of demented nonconsciousness which.
passion gives birth to and nurtures. For Chopin, passion‘ I
alone is eventual death and not the way toward self-ful-
fillment.

- The themes of mind split from body, dual and céﬁ-'.
flicting selves, the entrapment of wifehood, motherhood,; )
duced in’ the stories discussed above will all become

central issues in The Awakening. Through the creation of ‘

" these works, Chopin had informed herself of sub jects

crucial to women and, at times, men. She had seen the -. L

fissures in the social fabriec and would now _pr‘bcegd to

tear apart that neat cover cloth after one Iast strange .

last major images of The Awakening and remains distanced

from the apprehension and comprehension shown in that -

s ¥
#

work.

"An 'Egyi:‘biar; Cigaret.te,’“ wri’tten 1n April 1897,

is Chopin's concentrated primal version of The Awakening, .. .

a dream within a tale in w‘hi'ch the dreamer escapes the-

nightmare. Again, Chopin creates a highly unconventional

-woman and situation which allow 2 nmontragic if perpleking "*‘ S

ending. That the female character who dreams is similar -
- = " , . ‘

t

B
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:.\ (- o to the female writer who creates is obvious; indeed, that
" the fictional woman maiﬁtaihs firm grasp of her gelf-

'posse‘ssion’ despite ‘her visions must have been a desire

q . .. ghd dream of her ereator as well,

2 ”(, A . In this short work, a cosmopolltan woman is glVen
v "“:?f""g'“" a box of Egyptian cigarettes which contain some sort of
. - o ' halluc:mogenlc drug She smokes one - and lmmedlately ex-

;i ' - periences a dlstor‘ted and perverse vision of passion and
despair. In the dream, a woman driven wild with longing
’ lies in the desert abandoned by her lover. She dreams of
“ ‘ followmg him to en‘trap him once more with. her love.
'.‘ E Ensna.red by her own passion, she lies dyirg in the heat
| ., and thlnks finally only' of reaching the river. She con-
T Siders :the irony.of her life and its ends o ‘
R R laughed at the oracles and scoffed at the
e ’ gtars when they told that after the rapture

e L of 1ife Iswould open my arms inviting death,
: A ", and the waters would envelop me.21 :

o ', . .- Like Edna at the end of The Awakening, she reviewsq
. [

he;"life, how she had lived outside of religion and ,

e w .gociety for the gake of her love and how she is now .
' abandoned bi{ all. As she is phyvsi;ally tormented by sun
° . and sand, she experiénces a momentary shift in conscious~

: "', ness: "It seems to me that I have lain here for days in
. . , !

e nourlshes resolve" (572). Above her, as will be above
\

R Edng, she hears “the wings of a bird flapping above [Rer/
o head, flying low, in circles" (572). She too reaches

> " ' ¢ )

. Q “. Y u ®

. the sand, feeding upon despa.lr. Despair is bitter and it

o oy
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. (;‘ ' water and goes into-it; lik_e Edna she suffers a ‘moment of
- fear a‘b its embracex like Edna she moves toward resolution .

‘into "the sweet rapture of rest" (572), her senses alive
and fulfilled at’ ias‘t:. . ) |

~ The dreamer awai:ens at ;bhis' pcin:t:, disoriented
and digtressed after having thus "tasted the depths of
human despair* (572). She contemplates ‘Che other dreams-
wai't:ing for her in: the remalning cigareiitess - . ‘

.+ .what might I not find in their mystic fumes?
. Perhaps a vision of eelestial peace; a dream of .

Y hopes fulfilled; a taste of rapture, such as . ' '_‘1_ .
T had not entered into my mind, to comceive. (573) SRR | I

But she is not, finally, a‘'seer. She destroys the ciga— ¥
| rettes and is only "*a little the worse for a dream... oo

Ow (573). Chopin. however. does not deny her visions nor’ N
forge't: those that have come before. Her ‘i'esolve'moves‘

her to final exploration of woman's complielity in her

— - self-oppression and her ability to overcome self-repression.

) |
5.: ’ ‘W‘I‘wo months after writing this story, Chopin began The . . =
akening. ' B
- s » I¥. The Awakenin 1 ‘The Death of the Self o

s " The Awa.kening, originally entitled "A Solitary
Soul" and written between June 1897 and 21 January 1898

begins wi‘t:‘hl-an assault on the genses and intellect. 4 '

<
-

- brightl_y_colored parrot caged .just -outside the door of ‘a

Grand Isle resort screams "‘Allez yous-en! Allez vous-en! '

-‘-‘A.
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22 ag another pet beside it,

§gpristix That's all rightt*’
a mocking bird, 81ngs "with maddening perSLStence" (881)

Thus, ambiguous warnlngs and wild elatlon open Edna

Pontelller 8 experience of self-awakening and an accountlng

of the dangers of such axtempted self-fulfillment. That

her history is tied inextricably to that of men and patri-
archal ideoiogy is made clear by the first introduced

v

characters-~her husbénd, childrgn. and fhture lover. That

her story wili’npt be a simple happy one is foreshadowed

by'thb'music chosen for the opening: "Zampa,” a highly

sentlmentaL opera of romance and death by water. Furthera

hore, that Edna is at the poxnt of rebellion, at the
'mommnt before the quickeplng of- consciousness. is made

evident in the very flrst pages of this brief but lntenselgg

-

antiromantlc work.

S
Aga;n, Chopin presents us with a woman as outsider. -

“, Edna, whose case, is made more complex by her apparent se- .

cu;ity in and attachment 'to her husband's world. Married-

]

. / . .
.%o the consummate businessman, Léonce Pontellier, -she is

3

acéépted in his Creole society.as an enchanting if some-

what naive lady. In actuality,\she~i§ forever outside the

iqééls of that society but simultaneohsly entrapped in 'the :

social and sexual business of that world. Raised in

-

Kentucky and Mississippi, she is neither Creole nor part .

of- the old way; instead, she is "an American woman, with’

&

"a'shéil infusion of French which seemed to have beerf lost

\
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"' in dilugion® (884). Though she 1s part. of, Creole*soclety

]

by virtue of her marrlage, lt is markedly clear she is

.a

aliens she, unlike the”other women in the novel, is >

4

named the American ways M s.‘antéIlier."iatef!~the Ce

-—-—-
-~ v e

reader learns that Edna herself is "not thoroughly at

“home in- the 3001ety of“Creoles“ (889), ‘that the supposed ‘, ., :
. freedom of that ‘people caupled w1th thelr steady re- ﬂf ) ' -

pre351on of female self-will confuses her. Indeed, she |

18 unlike the other women and, as is p01nted out in the '

flrst incldent of the novel, does not play her ideologlcal

role; well.o' o ) : . i ) -

In the flrst chapter, Edna has been sw1mming in - ~

the heat of the day with Robert Lebrun, sén of the Creole

. hotel proprxetess, a man striklngly similar to Edna in 2\5

"+ wedding rings--Léonce is keeping these safe for her--and

appearance, age and temperament. This harmlees experience‘
edupled with Léonce's annoyance with the womanhood world, o

. of leisure leads to a series of aécusatioﬁs and arguments - -
between the éontelliers. Léonte fi;st admoni?hes'heg for
her devaluation of the wife self he owns: ?'Ycu'are ’ o L
burnt beyogd recognition,' he added, looking at his'ﬁife

as one looks at a valuable piece of personal property?

1
1

which has suffered some damage" (882). She responds-by

looking at her tanned hands, realizes she lacks her

4

_ submissively puts them back on, putting on her wifehood .

as werl. However, Edna tanndt lbng keep up the show of 2' ‘o

'




"=com§liance, instead turning her attention to Robert.
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Léonce_then goes-to a men's club, returning late in ' the

night and willing to play husband again to Edna.‘ She

- disapp01nts him by giv1ng less than full attentlon to
‘ . his anecdotes, failing a second time as wifet "ﬁe
':'rhought if very“discouraging that his wife, who was the
“'Lsole ob ject of his existence, evinced so little interest’

_in things which concerned him, and valued so little hiy

conversaiicn" (885)., His second line of attack is to
fault ‘her mother self; he tells her a patent lie that
one of their sons is deathly il1, and when this elicits

no quick response. Léonce .reproached his wife w1th her.

‘insttention, her hahitual neglect of thehchiidren"5(885).

In a parodic echo of the birds in the opening--which, in

.*'fact, drove Léonce out of the hotel with their noise-—

f
he steadfastly and verbally agsaults her in "a monotonous,

insistent way" (885) until he drives her from bed and
rest. He then sleeps, and, of course, Edna discovers )
that there is nothing amiss...at least with her children,

This, as Chopin makes clear, is the stuff of

normal marriages, incidents such as the above that occur ,

’ and are as quickly forgiven and fcrgomten. Léonce, for

all his boorishness, is not a pocr husband in the world

" of true womanhood 1deology.' He is a- oonscientious pro-

vider, a distantly affectionate father, a true man who

pulls his welght in the business world and ‘expects his

et catenasan

it bt b v
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familial sphere to give proof of this while.ofi.ring'him
respite. In terms of reactionary ideology, he is, in ”
fact, an ideal husband, a truth, as Chopin ironically
shows, which eééniEdna cannot dispute (887). That 5614
cannot personally undefstand his wife nor fully "define
to his own satisfaction or any one else's wherein his
wife failed in her duty toward their children” (887) is
perplexing but not, finally, Solely his problem. For,

R . / .
ags Chopin makes obvious, Leonce's feelings are correct:

Edna is not the ideal ﬂslpmeet or mother.

Edna is a solitary soul, “different from theu

' crowd" (894) She is described as young, light, w1th

eyes that are quick, and briéht" (883).. She sees things
ih a different way than others do, albeit not necessar-

ily am first with lnslght but, instead, with inner

‘sights "She had 2 way of turning /her eyes/ swiftly upon

an object and holdlng them. there as if lost in some 1nwsrd

maze of.contemplation or thought" (883). Just so does

~ Edna perceive the altercation with Léonce; that night she

[

sits alone outside, surrounded by "the everlasting voice

of 'the sea™ which comes to her like "a hournful';ullaby"
(886), and like Chopin's other water creatures;(she-begins
to»féel the en%rapmént of self: ‘

An indescribable oppression, which seemed to
. generate in some unfamiliar part of her con-.
sciousness, filled her whole being with a

vague anguish. It,was like a shadow, like a K
misgst passmng across her soul's summer day., It .~
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‘?ggéﬁtrange and unfami;iaf; it was a mood.’,

Thus does Edna's apprehension of self begin, as with:

Chopiﬁ's other rebel women, out of a state of physical

andtspiritual'depletionz this self-dramatization, how-
ever, is ‘cut short Sy a too.real invasion of_mosquitbes:
Chopiﬂ will not now descend into romanticization unlesé
it be to detail and expose it‘as such. Her concern is

alwayé’to’poftray—phasea of nonconsciousness and self-

consciousness, and despite the seeming camera-eye objecti-.
" vity of her narrator, she makes clear throughout the

,diffefenqe between reaction and action, stasis and

self-discovery. Chopin would have the reader see, just

-ag Edna understands herself, that Edna is feeling but not

thinkings -"She was just having a good-ecry all to herself”
(886). ' '
. - Shortly thereafter, Chopin indicates that Edna

"has begun thinking, in part because of her relationships

'with Adéle Ratignolle and Robert. Addle is what Edna is-

not: "a:mbther-wohan"'(887), one of the reigning types -
at Grand Iéle. For all Edna's glofification of Adélé--j
fgrﬁexample, she pictures her as a—Madonna—éEdné aléo
realizes ‘that 4d§le‘ié a willing,self—martyr:' she is one
of those "women who idolized their children, Qorshiped ,

their husbands, and estéemed it a holy privilege to qffade.

.: theﬁselves as individuals and grow wings as ministering

angels". (888). Edna is too mucﬁ a rea}ist and individu~

[
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alist to deny immediate experience for ideological sub-
ordination. She is also incapable of devaluing her emo-
tions and playing games of love; her knowledge that Adéle
does so--~for example, in past flirtations with Robert--

merely gerves to confuse her. Though drawn to Robert

who appears to be almost her male soul