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ABSTRACT' ~. '" 1 -

" ' . " 
, ' 

\, ' ~he !i,ctio~: ot -Kate Chopin .~~ 'Edi ~h' Wharton', . .. ' 

s1:~ds as a·-el$ar link between 19th and 20th cent,ury , .' , .' 

, ' " ' 

, li~erary and cul~al ,se~sibilities as well as a critique 
" . .-, of, social theorY' and praeticè. .Both Chopw 'and Wha,rton 

, f .. , 

worked pr!n\aril.y ~i th li tè;à.rY forma ~e"f'ined by mSJ.e· " - . 
discourse--PSYehologièal 'reali~" local celor' fiction~ , , 

the novel -of manners.-yet 'also embedded wi thin thèse ' .. - ~ .. . . 

fi~tional- boundaries a response to patriarchal ,language . '" ",.- ~ / 
.' ' , 1 ~ 

and ideology. In their social fic"tlon, Chopin and . . , -

Wh~on spoke' in- p~icular of and tri the "w6man . , 

! ' , .' 
, 

. ,-

, , question," offering both realistic _ and cri tical pqrtrayals ' 
" ,~1 • \ " _ • 

, .. , r .. ~.. .... ., 
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" . 

~f American wamen -1n,sèarch o~ se~ood. Their wor~ ts 
-

part of the first ~ode,rn female loi terar.{' discourse in 

America, One in which womeri's expe~ienee,fs no longer 
1 ',' 1 > J '. • • 1 

m'àrgb,ali~ed but ls given cen"trali ty and expression. 
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, ABREGE , . ., ~ 

, , 

LèS oeuvres de :-Kate' Chopin,,' et d''Edi th -Wharton" . .' 

représentent un lien' évident entrr ~es ~ensi:b'ili tés - .... . .' ,\ 

c~turelles e~ littéraires du ,1ge ,et du 20e sièèle~ . '. ..... ' 

ainsi qu'une critiqu~ de ,la théorie et dé la pratique 

sociaJ.es. ~s, deux auteurs 'travail+èrent 'av~c des formes 

littéraires définies par le ,di'$COllrS m~c~lin--réalisme 
A.t ' ~ t. 

peyci1o~ogiqu~. cultivation de couleur loc~e,' roman de 

nianières-':'en introduisant une - réponse au lang~e et à 

l-,idè-ologie pa~r:l8rca.Ux à l'intérieur de ~es 'l,im'i tes 

formelles. D~s J.eurs oeuvres sociales, Chopin et 

W,narton st adressèrent en par~iculier i -la question de 
, . , 

la femme," tout en créant des portraits réaliste's et 

~ri tiques de femmes am~ricaines à la recherche d' elles-mêmes • 
. , 

Leurs ,oe~vres font partie du premier discours littéraire 

. féminin moderne en Amérique,' dans lequel l'expérience' 

,'.f'minine n'est· plus marginale mais s'exprime de façon 

centrale • 
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... ,,1 • ~ 
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1 l' • ~ _. , . 

: thanlt the other memoers of my committee, Professora Max 
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readings of: my manuscript and suggestions for reviaion 

and improvemen,t., 
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l am gratef'\lJ. 'as-well for, the diroection I, 
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rec~ived t'rom other members of t,he MeGill Department of 

Engl~sh who made up my eompre~ensive- commfttees. t owe 

particul.ar thfmks to Proféssors Dona+d Theall' ànd, 
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théory ,and practice/. 
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Elin Diamond, Caro.l Neely" ~d Kristina Straub have 
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var~ous argumentati va and editying cri tic al groupa :t 
have participated, in bath in', Montreai 'and Normal, Illinois, 

'tor shared perceptions. 
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INTRODUCTION , 

o ' 

The' work of Kate Ch~pi~'anQ.Edith Wharton stands 

as a clear link betWeen 19th and 20th 1 centun, li ter~ 

and cultural sensibilities as well as, a critiqu~ o~ social 

theories and practices. They \'fere two .ef 'th~ firs,t major 

. American wom~n writers to break with the established 
'. 

dicta of "fem'inine" or septimental fietion. Reacting 
~ 

equally against the strictures of genteel and regionalist~ 

fic,tioJ'l, Cl'?-opin and Wharton experimented \'fi th new content 

,\'fi thin oid forms in or'de;t" to eonceptualize their soeially' 

and morally responsive an~ responsible concerns. This is . . .. 

, 

see~ in their general th~mes. the individual~s revoIt 

against the inequalities,manifest in genteel or bourgeois 

'society J the decay of such a society and i ts' replacement " 

with the new money 'class and ethies of 20th eentury in- , 

'dustrial entrepreneurs; .'the role of ,social determinism in 

class and personal crises, and the conflict between indl­

vidual freedom and sociéÙ responsibili ty. It i9 'eeen as 

well in their subverted'and.theref~r~ 9ubversivé renderings 

,of ,tradi tional li tèrary co~ventions 'and char?Lcter'iz a.tlons : 

of'soci~ securities, limitations and t,ypes, which under­

cut, for example, the cri tically aC,cepted readings· of the 
. 

ssme done by George Ttfashington Cable 'Gr Henry James. In 

" . 

" 
" 

, .lI 
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~articUl~t th,y effected a' new perspec~ive on.their 

societies' cult of true w'omanhood, a cu~ tur~ 'signifier, 

central to early 20th century merican :l.iterature and an 

" ideol-agicü forinu:l,ation still of major· con~ern today: 
" . . 

It le a given that literature in·itsel.f cari only 

~, . ·offer a somewhat obscure'. cri tique ot' bourgeois ethics-­

that is, if ,it. is to ~airitain .1 ta li t!3rary nature and not 

-descend into mere polemic. 1 In their social fiction, 

Chopin and Wharton implici tly etated their social cri ti-, 

eism .in similar and ste al thy fashionl both portr.ayed the 

modern alienated individual-.. either a specifie woman' or a 
"'/ 

specifie man wh.o perceive~ 'specifie women as ideolo~~cal· 
, ' 

types--o~ the verge of cl~ss re~ectiQn or ejection. They 
. , 

also o:f'fered alternatives,. albe.1,:t tentative ones, to such 

. sel-t-abnegation and social cO~pr<m1~Be~ In their li terature 

. of proteat, Chopin and Wharton in particular spo~e of ~d " ' 
" 

'to the woman question, 'off'ering both real.istic and cri ti-, , 

. , 

cal. portrayals of 'Americ~ women in search of selfhooli. 

As will be,discussed, the~r'work'is part of the fir~t 

modern t'em'de, ll:ter'~ discourse in 'America, ,one in which 

'women' a 'experience la no longer marginalized but is given 
l ,'" ~ 

centrali ty and expression. '. 
. , 

Ap, issue 'of immed~·ate 'concern in the study of 

women wri ters ia the reexamination ot their worka wi thin 

the pro'per historical: and cul tu~al contexte. This, can be 

e:f'fected by caret'ul research lin areas uaually considered 
, , 

SUpplementary' to literary criticisr.ns ideology, ,'ecQnomics, 

.' ~ . 
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.sciencè, and so on. It la, 'Of' course, onl.y a f'irst step 

to place 'the work in its temporal re.ality; we obviously 

; read. the work t'rom our time and in i ta textual non~time 
1 

~. ") ... but should alse attempt to do justice te the 'wri ter' s' -

. , 

, , 

.' ,. 
l' 

" 

intent and expectations. One must "enter" the text, as 

r\ent cri ~ifcs wou~d have i t, but onè ne~d net ore,ale llito 

. ï t \thrOUgh the .back door. It la, ,howe~~~, crUci~ 'to 
, \ ' 

ClI!X\if'Y how ,one entera and for what purpose .. 

'\ Feminist 1i ter,ary. an~ysis is .one 'such m~ans of' 

into texts and r~quir~'s a tri'et: introductj.Oll as' i:t 
" e 'modé or methodology of this study. feminism 

the last two hundtecî yeàrs 'has. s:t;ead1.ly' approa~h'ed, . , 

the tatus ,of' a major political arld cultural 'theory and 
. , 

philo sophy. , f'eminist:literary criticism 'within trie last , 
. ~. .. 

~ years :has ai~o beceme .a system of, methodologi.és, 
, ..... 1 

tend with 'and. that with' far-'reaching con.sequences. ' 
• 0 ' 

he outset,' f'em.inist cri tics have t'ocussed. ·on the -. , 

covery. of a usable;' ,feminisot 'Ame~ican ; Ü. terary past 
, ~ - . . 

-
he formulation ot' radically néw critical th:eories 

.... .. ' , .. " ~ J ... '1- f.. l , .. 

et.hod~ to· izu:orm ariet analyze ,bo'tll ~efound anq new 

·as,'w~ül as 'to ~eevaluate canoriized. 1i te~~t~re. , 
, 

seek, variously, separatis~, libera.1:', "rad~caJ. 

cul Uf:"e and consciousness". N!ost" cri tics center -on--at, -, . " 

le S.t in Am.eri~a--c~ass, race, or sex:' the hierar~l)ical 
,~ 

T ationships of power wi thin a society., In àd.di tion, , 

f'eminist 1.i te_rary cri tics ÇlXe w.?rking f.or th~·' mo~t ,~ar."t.' 
, , 
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" . , 
-w~ th, products whiC'h' have "n~t been and' are no' considered 

, . 
mainstream' or tradi tionaJ.~ those artifacts readilyo 

: accepted iiito the canon. 

" ' 
Peminist critics, then, ;while diverse in politi:-' • 

cal st;-ategiee and critical intent share one deologi'Cal 

liné in that they do spe ak to and of one sym-

.. pathetically but wi th c;;'i tic~ tervor and rig r. For 

them, the basis of all political and critj.c 
• ' 1 

i,s 

oleara - the fnlbject, i8 woman (as literary ch as 

social indlvidUal) r her subjugation ia te be tre ated both ; 

\ ob je~:i vely and' eub je~ti v~ly but alw ay~ wi th the inte~ t- : . " 
,,'1 .~ 

, of transf'ormation and 'tranec~n'dence. Feminist ~, - \ 
~ , • t...J ';; ~ 

wish t~ deconstruct ~d to ri3cons't~ct--to defalsif'y and 
1 • 

1 -. " ",to reinterpret--tradi ti?~a1 ·hist9ry, _ to, discovet' - a 
l j.~ r 

. ' " ,r: -

'".' "." 

" 

, '. 

" " . . 
" , 

..J ~ t , " ...... 

" . 

" 

, -0' 

" , 

" ' 

" 

fe~ale/f',eniinist cultural tradi tio11 , and,', f~all.y,' to 
, 1 ~ _ 

_ , e:ffect a, sysj:'em "of -aesthetics' that aclqlowledges female! 
~, • r, 

:f-~nîinist discoûrse- and wh.ich,,ean enter' krlowJ.edgeab'l.y ,111to 
, .. 

it.' This la a critic~ m,ovem~nt, 'then. in the stage o~ 
, 

(fo~~tion' ~d ~ormul.ation;' lt', ia,' as ye~f 'a 'movement 

wi thout L.:ést~lisl;ê~ _t~eorie,s ,or, shared cri :tical ëiiecours~ 
• 1 

i t 1s between sentiment and discipl.ine. 

,A briei' look at the histary of feminist li terat'Y 

erit1cism clarifies the aPove statements. Peminist ' 
. \ 

. or~ ticism in the early 1960s, the time of' i te first ;im­

portant emergence in the Uni\ed' Stat8>s, was. to be" exact'I 
- 1 

not cri ticism at all. It "'as, instead, spadework and 1 

identification. This waa only ta·be expected, o:f course; ~ 

1 , 
• 1 
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~ sihc:e literary "ori'~idism rèqui::es a body' o~ work .~out . 
... • ' ~ t. "~." ....... 

t .'~ .. .,. "II .. ;~ ,r,' ~, '...... '"",. 

, \1hich' tp pe :eritLdal.; and i t ·wu more tnan avident to , ~o.." .. '" .... 10 • 

:r~mihist' s~~ol~* thlt~ th~ ~.bo~t. ot \~9rk' w.~ the~e only "~" .. 
, - "'. ~ .,)0-

in spirit b~t.: nC?~ in' ~~8 -m'~teriali ty,. . ~hus, the tirst 
~ ,.. ..."lI. .." ~ .'... -: ~ ~. 

p~aaé. ot' criti~al in~o1v~~~n~"~~d ~volvement r~eq~~r~d 

,. 
".. ..,.~. L 

, " 

t>inpointlng tHe làc~B' in" the çanon and veri!'ying this 
• ' .. '1. '0( .... '" ~ .. - ~ 1 

usumption' of present 'laCks. by :f'indW the actuàJ. worka 
'. .: ~ 1 . '. 

~whiéh.had'been relegi~ed 'to positions :outaide the c~on • 
• )'".J .. ~ , ... •• ... ,.>' 4 

At the. '~ase ot·.al~ .tll!s activitY. was the· bellai' in a .", 

'. 1 

:remal. couritert~'adi tiort~ ~'h'at' wom~n t~oughoût history-
i' .. •• ....... ~ .. _ "" ' 1 !: 

haVe, wri tten. against:the. pfttrfarcnal .. ètll ture c an.d, in 
. ~ .1.. ~ '" ~ ..... " -~l ~r. \10 :~ ... :" Il' - ~:-

some cases; o~tside Q.~ it. < Cri ti.cs sought. :f'emale 
... ." ~ J:\ • • 

discours.!, '~ne;. -ro~bè~~ :f'rom ,~rchei- F~ucault. that .. 
. ~ ~ .• -, • •• , ~-.'1 

WaJ;! not '"dafts: l~' ~~!'~. ~d whlch"was' and stil~ ia on 
...... A.' 

_. the adie~','O:f' th~ ~tr~~·, .~~Cèpt~d''l>atriarchaJ. discourse. 
.. ." ~ .~".. ~.. • L '1..' ~-" ':. 

The :tirst stage" then ,,,aS t'O ièlenti:ty true teura.le discourse 
• '. 1 ." t.- _ ... 

1 l' ... ...' .. '1)- • or". ~ .... 

and acqui~,' a body :o.f:·texts through .whieh ~orl'tical modes 
o "100 ~ ... .. -. .,.:...,! "'", i!o - t 1 .-. 

;' _ ,r.. .. .. .... (, _ -'!"r l II. 

and theorieif c.-ould be, gèfle~ated';'\. . . . - ~ 
- • J Il 

':In' the'196os .. o~è aFf!ll' ~it-èditions of 
'..... .; .. 

" .. • ", '- _ f' ~..". 

worka ",{for ex~p~~~: C119pin'~s- .The Awakening). 
". ... .. J. lov ... ~" ~ ~. _ 

ation ,'of antho.+.ogias ôf ... women' 8 fiÇ.~ol'1 and poetry '. ~.and J,.~'" 
, ~ • ..# • '- .. ~ ~ 

.. the tirst wave' of' ~~.1·e3 "j.'rom ~ ~:~~ii:~~ f'e!'l~ist '':v.:(e~,!:~ .. 
_ ~' .... " .. , .. _r· .... ' ~_ • _ , " ,~..:. .... , 

point groun,~ed' inl ~'omen~: s ,histoÎ'y. ~d c.~tu~e; ·· ... 7?";'t~: : .~. 
main, . tb~se: yterkè,\~sta9t~~h&Q. a' trad! tion parallel' te '~ 

• ., * \ ---=--=- .' , , ~ '1" :'- • t 

., 
',' 

1 '. e. • '"' ,- ,~..' .... 

patriar~hal culture ~ana, history ,btr:t did not, 'bridge the. 
, llr' t • 

g~ ·betw.~en· that ~'t~e,tt eUltu~'e"an<i ,that ;1'. th~ temale ~,' 
... • .... - .'." 1 ... • .... 

Other. L'1ke ,the ~ie~'inist li:te~arY l::ri~i~i~~' oi :&~lië; '. 
' .. , ' .. . 

,. ... ' 
~., , . ~. 

• c 
, > \ 
~ '. 

.. 
.-" 

, , . . .., ' .. · . 
".. ,~:' 
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sc~olars, such an;8J.yses reIl1ained informative at tiClles, 
II' .,..,.. ~ 

polemical ill ,:th~~ e'xtreme'. The' only conneotion made , 
... '.. ~ 

between ·th.e maJé true' and t~male Other was the cursory 
, , ,0 , , 

ohe of Other as vi'êtlm of.' the true 1 woman and her , culture 
" 

as martyr and aàcrifiee ta pat,riarchal. ideology. 
, ' 

criticism does,': hoW8ver, mii-ror .early tind~s in ofemale· 
> ". ," ~, • 

, , ' 

discourse l ' e arly 1i terary works both in content and form 
, , 

reflected the powe~ of' p atri~chal ' ideolOQ. in' p artlcu- : 

~ar the Ide01'ogy of true \ttemanhçod, but 'did nat .go.. far 
; , , , 

, ' 

beyond showing the negative aspects .of this and, did"'so 

only to a l.1mi ted and ineffectual ~,~~~~, J Beth early" 
, 

wri tare and reoent fe~iJiist cri tic's have, bèen .'~fected, 
, . ' / \Jo 

as Mary Jacob:us· 'states' in her ~Th~ 'DiffeJ'shèe of 'Vie ... '," ' i 

by 
~ l '" it , 

the ri1't experlenoed by women wri ters in a . 
patriarchal society, where language i tsel..f m~ "" i' 
're ... ,inscribe the structures by whioh they are 
oppressed •••• ln this sCheme, woman as ,si1ent , 
'be arer ot ideology (virgin, wi1'e t mother) i8 
the necessary sacrifice ta, mal.e seouleri ty,. 
world1iness, and tampering with torbid~en 
knQWledge. She iS,the term by,whi'ch patriarohY 
oreates a reserve of puri-ty and si'lence in the 
materiality of i ta tra:f'fic wi th;the world an4 
ita noisy discourse. 4 .' , 

Women writing within male discours~, such;'~ in,'.the case 
'- . 

• Il' - -

of the Brontës, George E~iot, ,Chopin or Wha:rton,· seemingly 

.,. J. prodllced"~ defeminized 9-iscourae, a li terature '01' martyÎ:'-
.,~.- .,. 

dom and,comp~omiseJ it d~:f'initely resu~ted--in the case 
" ", i . 

, o:f"~arl~ critias\ Bueil' as WOllstonectdt,-' Woolf t' E~J.m'ann, 
'/ . M~~le~t~-iti· 1'inger-poi?ting poiemics agains:t men but~, not 

. 'necessarily 'for mlmen.;. S:uch cri tic al. warka denied or ~' q 
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l • ~, J 

,~overlooked "the' possibiJ,i tY .th~t earl'l'er wri t,ra' might 
_ to" ; 0 • 

1) 0 .. • , ". ~ 

"i .. ; ." 

have tnemselv:e" been crs atiilg a· new and; subt'le t'emala 
~ ~ c,, 

,dis~oul!'se by stibv.~rting the mâle discourse whereiii theirs, 

" , 

, , 
C,on's~quent phase S ot t"eminis1; cri ticism show 

, , ' 

, .~~ ~ore poli tica1 condern ,~han cri tièaJ. cOl1~eptu'all.i- \ " 
... ~ ..."" ' 

, ... < ' J 
'0 • -' • ' ~ 

,za~~on, bu~ the mode~ of'critièal disco~r~e'becQme l~s~ . 
, , 

l'0~le~~c.all'âhd more ~stheticall.y and' Pilild'SOPhically' .. -

......:.. ~ • 1 

ilrl'omed. iJ In 1971, both" TiJ.lie Olsen .and Adrienne Rich i " 
l '. ~ e~ '... r· • 

.' , , 

; 

. , ' 

,present~d t;ùJcs at the' MLA. session,ôn' "'The ,WOm~ Writer " , 
~ J ( • ~ " 0 .' 

-, , 

,0 ' 

in the Twéntieth Cehtury," essays, wb,lch, would b-ecome', ',' 1 

~ - '..' , - ~. ..:.. 

t-ouchstop.es tor t"eminist. c~i tics •. ~ :Iron!cally,' th~ , ' . , , 
, . , ~ - ... ,1 .J...' ~&.. ., 

, r 

" 

. , ' 

ni ters 'shared femin:i st s'entim~~t, b~t 'not . c;1 tic al. ' " .. "'.. .. 
app~oach and discipline. . ' 

In her, ~hen. We' 'De ad ;'w ak~n 1 J,'-ri ting al!.' 

Re'-Vision, n' Aâriénne. Rich' call-ed' 'fO~ ,a' new 'po, i~ti'~~~' , 
, \ 

. poe,ti~sl'. : 
.... "P • 

q ", 0 R~-vision ' __ ~he act of looking back, , 
of see.ing w1 th rre s,hQ eye s,.- ct . ente ring an '014 
text from a ne~ crit~cal direction,-- ls fo~ 

, 'womeJ1 ,more than ~ chapter' in cul tur~. history 1 . 

.' "'~" it,ia 'an,'act of survival •••• A·radical critique 
- ,~ of li terature. feminist, in i t,~ impulsè, would' " 

/' 

• 0 

" 

"talce the work ffret of aJ.l.as· a clue' to how we 
IJ.ve, hbw we, hav.e ,been li",ing, ,how we have l;JeEtn 

;: led t~, imagine ourselves. hO'" .otIr ·iangu'age. has 
~: "l:rapped as well as liberated' us, how the very 
act of naming has qeen, till now a male preroga-. 
tive, and how we can begin tQ see and ,name, --

-" 

. , . 
L , 

",." \<.' , ' 
o - 1 ' . " 

~ '. , 

, ; '. l' . 
, 

, ' 

' ... l ' 

.. . , 

, . 
and theref'ore live -- aifresh •••.• We' ne'ed to lalow 
the wri ting of, the past, and làlow. i t tlitferently':. ' , 
than. we have ever known, i t, n0:t to -pas~" on' a' , ' . _: ,: 
tradit10n but te break 'its held over us.) , 

D " ,c.. ~ .' ~: 

.' . Ri"c~~~s' presentat~on was ~ighly ~sub'jective', ând focu.ssed 
• te' li' 1 J. • 'D • .' "\ 
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, , 

" on l)er du8..li ty o'i seives 'and the problems facing womel\ 
.' 

, wri terse "Ker suggested cri tical methodology implied an 
. ,. 

equ'ally. subjective. dependence on tan. and, as has become 
,*, ' 

clearer in her recent articles and spéeches, the respon~ 
, . , 

, :aib11ity of ~he, critic to wor~ with politically correct ' 
'4f ... ~ • '-'" 

text,s or'~ lit .least, ta make politic~ correct ;readings. 6 

De,spité' the ,lack oi cleax-' critical method, her stat'eme'nts 

·were talc,en up ,whol-eheartadly by f'eminist cri tics, and. the 
..-... ...()." 

" conc~pt of' re-vi~ion remains an·, ~ssential ème in :f'eminist 
, 

cri tic'al the ory ,. 
" , 

u' Till!e 01se,l:1. whil~ 'èqually person'al in· her "one ,', 

- Out o"t ~e.l v~ • 'Wri tera Who Are YI omen in Our Cen~, If 

re~oeussed on' collective 'concernsl' canonlc8J. l'acks, the 
- , • 1 

péwer ot patriâro~ ideology, :the material re~i.ty' 0:1 . 

, wom~tn wri te'ra as ,'portrayéd in texts and tound in actUal~ 
'\ " .. .. . 

,1ty~? 'Her'su~ested m~thodOlogy 'depénded on' a b6~ oi 
• • \ '. J 

1" '" 

',texts ap~roached with'critioal Gbjectivity and the r~spon~ 
, , 

slbil~ty ot, cri ti~s "te read and teach- women ~ fi warka ,and ' 
} l' ~ 

, 
experi:e1)èe. O~se~'mov'ed outside pu~e ~extuality ~to 

,ÏDateri,ali ty, _ past and pre se~t, and asked cri tics ,ta ,do 
, \., -

, ' 
, " 

the sam~. .. , 
, . 

M,ost recen~ criticiam, has also ~oveQ beucrnd ~he 

'dichotomi"es, of te~al'~ ty ~er~us material~ ty, sub j~c-ç~- ~ 
. v'ity ver~us objectivity; pol.1tic; vers~a poetics 'and ' ' , • . .. " . , ' 

tcrHard critical plur.a1~sm. The multiple approaches 
" l' ... ...., 

available ,do' net, however, le'ad to d'ri'tical enervati'on' 
• ~ .,1 l , , , 

becaUse· --they. are at variaI'?-ce J if put ta correct· use. éach , , 
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mode fulfills a ëritical task and,elucidates' a portion of 

the larger feminist project~which Rich ~tly perceived as 

bre ak~g the bonds' of the anti-female w~rld. 

The second wave~of feminist criticism, which 
• "l. Il .. 

, overlaps the first and 'third, resul ted in such a mul ti-
1 • • • 

, " 
plici~ of modes~ .Carol Neely an~ "Annette Kolodny Ih 

~ècent articles effectivelY differentiate and analyze 

~arller méthod~t and they stand themselves as initlators 

of' a third wave in critical. discourse. " 
, 

,In t,he .seco~d wave, WB see a split betw.een textv.-

S:lity,and ide91ogy. Carol Neely, in her,ItFeminist ~.odes 

of Shakespearean. Cr~ticism. 'Compensatory,. Justificatory, 
,-~ ., 

TranQformati~nal," o~fe'r~(.a\neJat- tJ:.'ipartl te separation' of 
, • ~ 1)'" 1 .... ' .. 

~ IIleth9dologies in an attempt to .or~èr 'somewhat, the chaotic 

", theory and praxis of fe~inists", avoiding' at the same time 

~ deep analysis of the convergence' and recoil'of feminists' 

criticaJ. syuipathies (t:or example, lesbian, Mar~tist, 

Freudian, separatist, and 50 on). Neely's-first mode is 

compensatory cri'ticism, - thls coming faSt upon and at times . , 
. ~ 

simultaneously'witR a second mode, that of justificatory 

,analy~.is. Compensatory, analys;s uses women as point of 
, 

.,' entry !nt,el the text, it is, again, less a critical mode . 
than 'a form, of potent&'a.+. self-identification. It seeks ' 

- to identif'y tXe image s of women in li terature in a se arch' 

for heroines or ,rQle models and, as Neely points out, "ia" 

em~odied in :the notion, .Jlm,agès of Women in Literature:, ~ 

the "title of numerous.pioneering \!Iomenta studies courses. uS 

, " 
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vulne'rable,' to 'ob jeet:i9rts of' ahlstoric:i ty and', ~ 1 

wishtul thinking and, what ia worse, sUbjéct ,ta,' 
contamination oy th~ sex~rola stereotypès cif,th~ 

: . culture in whic~ the c~i ticism exists' and whlc,h . 
. i t ls re acting ag'ail;lst •••• Intl~ence~ by their' own 

" battles for equali,ty, ferninist critics may ove%'­
eompensate. and attribut~ inappropriately,or,too 

, . -enthusiastically to women charac,tara q,uali ties 
, traditionally admfred in me~ ~- power"aggressive- ,r 

nel;ls .. wi t, ~~XUal boldne,s,s~ ,R~versi,ng' bu:t; not 
discarding tne conventional ste-reotypes, they'mey' 
qOll1promisi poth their ~t'erPret?Ltio~a and, :thei;r 
femini sm '1 ' .' , ' , 

• .~ , • ~ - 'V '~.. ' • 

, , 

The justificatory mode, on the other hand, al~o 

, $éeks to 'identity fem~e image'S b?-t, here, wi th t,h~ rlm, o~ '.' 
" disclosin~ st~ré~type'~, Sb~~nce, Wè~:an.' as sub~r(Ünà.tà: a;n~' 

, , . 

... 

vict'im to' malê dom~ation, or, 'in 'othe~ words, negativ~ 

role' modela. This m'~de' accèpts "the traditiônal dicjlo':' ~ 
" 

1?omy, the ste,reotypil:lg of wome~. of the constraints' :Of 

p~triarchytt 10 and àtt~m~ts ta justify the po.werlessness ~ 
, , , 

o~ women characters by drawing' tram historiça:l, eçon9mic,,: 
, - - - " 1 

'social, and culturalstidi~s'whieh'verify the powerlessnèss 

of women in the 'WritQr's world. NeelY shows that this mode 

also has distinct cri tical weaknesses., 

As the tirst mode has difficulty datining the 
eharacteristics Qf the heroines without,reverting' 

" to some version of sex-role stereotypes, 'the ' 
second mode has di!fieulty assessing.patriarchy·s, 

'. varied quality and weight ••• without falsely 
rigidifying it •••• Such cr.iticism m;y be led to 
make the structures more monolithic or oppressive 
than they are, to minimize bath the freedom of 
action of individual women within them and the 
part sueh women play in determining their shape; 
the resulr1may be depressing -- and also un-
balanced. '. 

" 

Neely elearly' sees and warns of the thin line between ' 
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,ori ti~ism, and .polemic. 

Thes, fi~st' two,modes of analy~is were Most 

useful for revisionary reading of patriarchal discourse 

, and were means of spadework and identifica~ion. Again,. 
i:' 

the final insights of second wave' 'cri tics concerned 
\ - , f 

.canonical lacks and the presence of f'em8J.e/feminist 

- ,discourse situated outside or submerged within male 
c 

disèourse. These mode~; however, were not particularly 

,. ,useful to, cz;-i tics whose concern was the study ~f authors" 
, 

male or .r.emal.e, who were reexamining or +einterpreting " 

patri~c!lal ideology and symbolic systems of powe~ ~e'la­

tiqnships within their texts. The various'modes offered 

. some entry points' into the texts but perhaps only to just , 

inside the ~ront door. 

The moàt usetul.mode for Neeiy la the most 

'recent, one that has been,at~empted sinee the early '1~60s 

, but which haS proven fairly imp'osslble because of' lack of 
, . . 

"Ùlàte~i'al' and criti~_al discipline; w+til now. This final. 

mode ls transfoI,!Iiational analysie in whlch cri tics "!n-

. terrogate the relations between mal~ idealization of and 
~ 

degradation of, wo~en. betWeen, women as heroines and women 

as victime', between 'the patr1.aJ;"chal text and the matriar-
, , 1 \ , 

chal subtext. ,,12 ' It br a mode whieh has -i ta oWn elear ' 

cldeological base but whi'qh ean incor:porate, borrow, and' . , , 

, transform ~ethOds from male erlti~al discouree. It la 

the pôtential link betwee~' feminiSm and formalism, 
, '. 

'femlnism and post-struètur~ism, feminism, and. deçonstrue-

.' 
-,' 

-l, . 
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tion, in short, ideology and aeatheties. It ls an.~aly-' 

lfcal mode which simul taneously (Ù:'aws trom male discourse t 
.. , , - ... '; 1 

thus drawmg iteeil nearer ta 1:;he pa~riarchal true, 'but " 

w:hich 'attempts finally to transform both the sYmbolic 

-, and 8xi:>erient1al universes of'. male and f~male action's. 
" .. 

t 

,. . 

How i t is, to màke these .transformations. ho~ a" crj, t~c . 

ùiscovers and uses th~s mod~, , Neely does not say 1 tilat. 

these transf"ormations will be' made ie her dre am of third 
" ~ .', - . " . 

,wave criticism. . ' . 0( 

, , 
Similarly .. : in her ttDapcing ~~o4gh -the Minefield, If 

Annet~e ~oiodny.rein~okes Rich's call tor re-vision" and 

~ival and; like Neely, criticizes early critical w~rk . , , , , 

to~ "1 ts ;'all- 'ir:tto tradi t:tonû ideologica.r trapsJ empha-

sis, ,on archè-types, s~erèotypes. victimiz,ation, dichoto-

m;es, women as victime rather than ,w~en as agents of 
\ - , 1 

power.' ~he ~pr'aises. instead. :such critics' as Ellen Moers, 

Elaine ,Show al ter, Susan Gubar and Sandr~ Gilbert for their 

search for a famale 'tradition and sensibility. Equally' 

important for Kolodny are the works which perceive Hlit­

erature as a sooial insti~tiQn embedded not only wi~hin 
- ,< 

its own literary, _t~aditions., bu·t also within the particu-
, , 

1er physical and mental artifacts o.i the, society trom 

which it'comes. H1J Kolodny goes on to suggest that we do 

not stop with the ideology'within the text but instead go 

turther to analyze the ideology of the text itself as cul-
.' , 

tural artifact and of the enterprise of cri tical an.alysis , . . ,. 

as welJ... ,She calls '1,.nto q,uestion acts' of canonizatlon. 
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" aQ:ts of, ~eading, acts 'f .cr~ tic.iàm, ,and' 'acts -of poli tiCS1 
- '. , , 

• ,- -

(1) Li terary' historY. ('and wi th, th'at, , the histori­
city 'of literature)'is a ,t'ict'ion; (2) insofar,as ' 
wé 'are 't~l\ight how' to re.ad, ~hat we. engage are not 
texts' but par·a.d.ignis: 'and;, finally, (J) that since 
the grounds upon'which we' assigrt ae~thetic Yalue 
~o'texts are naver infallible; unchangeable .. or 

'. ,Universal, we-must ree~~ine not 9nly our aesthe­
,-,tic,s. but" as well, -the inherènt biases and as"" 

. .'. 'aumptions infQrming the cri tical methodsl~hich 
, (in part) shape our aeSllhetic resP9nses~ " . , . , ' 

fOllowing thesè pre~ises"Kolodny sees femihist . : 
, criti,cism as' , . , 

that locus in ,'li teraz'y s~dy. where. in ûnce asing 
effort,' female se l.1'-consciousness. turns' in ,upon-
i tself, attempting to grasp, the deepest, conditions 
of, iots own uni:que.,arl'd InU:ltiplicitous realities, in 
the hop,e, eventually" of altering the very forms 
through which the culture perceives," eJq>X'erilses, 
and knows 'itself .1.5' . ' , " 

, Again, as in Neely' 5 pi'ece'. the 'multip~icity of ,realities 
."i. 

. ' 

. requfre an equal mu.ltiplicl ty' o:f modes of an alysi-s, and" 1 -
, • l, 

Kolodny is comf~r~able ~ith th~ pluralism of the t~ird' 

wave. She dpes, however, m,ake clear that feminist critics " 

:' cannot mèrely borr,oV( criticaI .techniques piecémeà.J. fr.om' t 

, maie, critical discourse bu:t mu'st ei tner. transform theae t,o 
,- . . 

'complement fe~ale,selt~c~nsç~ousness or discard them en- , 

. tirèly. The task 9f the feminiat c~itic, then, ia a con­

tinuoue one of continuous changs', . one seeks self-con-
, . 

" s'ciousness within and without tex~sJ one reads and 
, 

re-reads as an ,incrëasinglY self-informed, inrorming, and, 
", 1 

as ,Judith Fetterley ,pu~s,it, r.esisting reader. 16 The~ 

convergence of l,ife :31'1(1, art: for the wri ter' and c,ri tic ~f 
~ • T ~', ' 

, . , 
,female/feminist discoUrse ia ~amic .and dialectical both 
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in its disclosure and re-epactment of ideological opposi­

tions. 

,The third wave, thus,' centers"on consciousness 

'of seU'- and consciou~ess of differencé. Feminist 

cri tics seek elaboration, and analysis of not only' cultural 
• c 

eonstructs and imperatives--received ideas such as the. 

ideology of true womanhood--but also the :spec!ficity of 

'Nom an "s experience and art. ,Virginia Woolf' s questions. .. 
- ',' Ah, but what is" herself' 1, l Mean, 'what is a woman1" have. . " 

'yet the same answers "I assure you, ! d? not kno~.,,~17· 
• > 

Nei ther' has -the ,issue, o~ woman f ,s specific social' and 
y 

éritical discouree., despiteWool:t and the.Fr~nch· feminista. . ' 

been !ully analyzed nor can it be without further exten~iVè 
~ ~ , '" 

.work in, as Kolodny and· otJ;l.ers point out, linguistics and 1 
• 8' • po .. 

language acqufsi tion s.a. well as revision in the fields 'of· 
. .,.' 

psychoanalysis, .'anthropology, biology, and ~o on. What 

is 1mmedj;a~~ly o~en ~ t~e. cri tic; ~ . Mary 'Jac'obtts '~~ints 
out;'is the complementary. proc~s~ oi analyzing 'thê 'extent . , ' . . 
to. 'which representation oppresses women to .'1;he ways in ' 

.' . 
whi~h. i t may be, ch8.l1enged t'rom wi thin ~d t,ransformed by' 

women the~se1ves." 1~ "'In "other 'words, w11:11,e elaboration of 
Il • 1. 

difterencé ,aontinues~ the literary critic can etu4Y the 

causali ty of diff$.rence a the 11lateri~ réali ty.' of dif.:ter­

·snee and the pr'ocea~es by which' ditference ia exp,rése'ed 

and giyen.power by women artists. 

'In ilis ':Phe Ar-éhaeol0E{ of Knowl'edge. Michel 
• '1' ~ - t(\ 

Foucault etudies th:e' l?roblems facing' cri tics who. séeJc . 
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reinterp etation of histor,y and culture. 
. . 

any pase, we.must reconstitute another 
disco e," redtscover the silent murmuring, the 
inexhaus e speech thàt .animates from wi thin 
the voice tha s, re-eetab~ish the'tiny, 
invisible text that runs between 'and sometimes 
collides with them. The analysi$ of thought ls 
always allegorical in relation to· the discourse 
that it employs'" Its question ~s unfailingly •. 
what \'las being eaid in what' was said?19 

Jacobus, in her u"The Differ~ew, Il places' ,equal 
. ' 

emphasis. on seeing and speaking what is said; though sne 

admi ts wri ting to be marginal and dif!usive ~ sne is 

certain that there ia a "quietly subversive power of 

writing, i ts power to destabilise the 1 grotmd on' which we 
\ 

stand. H20 Jacobus and' third ~avé critics seek the true 

history and discourse of wamen, ones which decenter in 

prucial Vfays' the patriarchal 'World view. They cannot as 
. , 

yet delimit woman's specificity, but they can analyze the. 

process of woman' s convergence 'ap,d recoil with male 

disco~se and worlds. Difference for them is no longer 
\ 

a term of· dichotomy but of power and is'a co~tinuum to' 
, ,~_ ~ 1 

which feminist criticism responds ând in whlch it existss . , , 

: 

Differepce ls redef'~ed.; not as male' versus" . 
femal~--not as biologically constituted--but as 
a multiplicity, joyousness and heterogeneity 
which is that of textuali ty i tself. Wri ting, 
the production of meaning, becomes the site bath 
of challenge and Otherness 1 ratner than (as in 
more traditional approaches) simply yielding t.he 
themes and representation of female oppression., 
Difference, in fact, becames a traversal oï ~he 
boundaries. inscribed, in Virginia. Woolf' s terms, . 
but a traversal that exposes these very boundariea 
for what the y . are-:-the product ot phalloce~tric' 
discourse and of-women's relation< to patriarchal 
culture. Th9ugh necessarily.worklng within 'male' 
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discouree, wamen's writing (in thia scheme) 
1 would work ceaselesslY ta deconstruct it, ta 

. wri te what cannat be wri tten. 21 . 

As Fouoault writes, "the problem la no longer one 

of tradition, of tracing a line, but one of 4iviaion; of 

limitsl i t là no longer one ot lasting fôundations, ,but one, 
, . ' 

of, transformations that serve as new foundations, the re-

building of found'ations. ,.22 FlI'st wave cri tics uncovered 
, " , . " 

a sùbversive line of femala discourse, thus providing a .. 

'body ot wri ting about whlch and wi th which feminists could 
• 

speak. Second wave critics. tor, the most'part, fooussed 

on unities--establishing a counter-canon, unm~king. 

: ~emale sensibili ty and tradi tion--as well as continuing 

the .}Jolemics' against patriarchal theories and practioes. '. 

, " .. The thlrd. wave cri tfcs are. attempting' to traverse ge~een 
. .' 

pure polemids and pu~e aesthetics;'their aim is that of 

social reintegr~tion primarily achieved .through thè' re-
, ' ".". \ 

cognition and valorization of female tradition, disoourse, 
. . 

and ,culture. The new'~~minist criticism would be, as 

Ne,elY hopes, transformatidnall and radical in' that i t 

would shatter· the .b'Oundariea of patriarchal cri tical 

discourse as it informa and i8 infopned by the l'rocess 
" , 

of rebuildipg the, found,a~ions. 

The fpllqwing work will study the female dlscourse 

of Kate Ch.opin and Edith Wharton and will" look at the ir work 

as both challeng'e and di!ference. Both Chopin and 

Whar1ion ·worked pr~ari4.Y ':fi thin boundarie~- eet 'by m,aie 
1 dlseourse--p9Yéhologica.l." realism, 'local cqlor. the novel 
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" , . ot tmahnérs--yet 0 al,sef in~cribed the;t"ein 'a respànse t'o 
. : -4., ' '. , , 
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l'atrlarch'al languàge aJ'!d ideo.logy. They, are both, thus. 

: àoci'al cr;tiè~,,' '~d theirs ia a -ÉtoeiallY' s1gni:ficant .. .".., . 
fiction. l!nlike eamparable &~, "'!Ti ters ,Qt their time" 

thei~ t'ocus- was ;not ~~ individti8i,aesthetics or portl"ayal 
1 .. " 1 

of individual v~ces and virtuesa botn merèly used criti-'. - . ~,-
r • -

èism of a p,art~cular, -lndividual case,to diaclase larger 

soc,iâ.l structures. ~e,~ther dO,the'y ~fsemb~è the political 

Ideologues of. the'ir day J th.e deêp- s~ructural and" ideolo-
, , 

g1cal contradictions ...,i thin: their discours. are 1eft 

purpo~ely unresolved. Theirs Is a nonpo1emical but po11~ 
_ ' 0 

tical ~'art in- which the- dlsruptlon' of the, rules o~ male' 
" ' '-

'di~course and of, the patriarchal world view are deepllf 

but obviously embedded wi thin, 'eharacter, plot, 'thème. 

'. 

)' 

- , , 

" '. , 

,. .., 
, .' 

. , 

'l'hei focus their d~scourse rel~l'itles'sly oh the traversals ,'" .. ' ~ 

and boundaries as well as on the' "abysseS ot soll tude" ~J , '. , : "; -.. '; 
r. • 1 

" and âlienation effe~ted by social and ideological impera-:- . ,': 

~tiv..es into whlch their eharactera wander or fa.l~. 

Chapter One will eXplore the major extant criti-' 

cism on the auth9rs. Chapter Two ,will offer brie! bio-' 

graphical crackground and elucidate the authors' own èri ti:--
, 
e~ views on art. As an entry ~to their diacourse, l 

~.. c' 
..,. <' w ... .. , 

::~~~~::~o~~:s~::::t:::: :;e:on~:~ti:::. i:::~:::. 
and prescriptions ' ~ central ta thei,r di'scourse and intent'. t}, 

Chap'ters Four and Fivè' will foeus directly' on their 0 .. -
~dl.scour~e and analyze se,J.ected warka as tepresentative of· 
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--':'!-:;:,;:-:::-:-4. , 
their'major concerna the p!lrtra;yal and analysis of the 

limi ted world tor women' and thus thè limi ted world of 

~d for men. Chapter Four will discuss Chopin' s major 

transformational worka and include readings of selected 

short stories. her h1storical materialist novel, ~ 

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

ls both a historical and a,literary/philosophic~ fore-i: ..., 

,shadowing of Wharton' ~ more detailed explora~ion of 

social alienation,f consciousness, and revolt. These 

analyses of ChÇjpin' s work will, then, lead up to the, 

~ore selective read!ngs in Chapter ,Pive of W,har-ton~ s early 

novels,' novellas, and short stories which fall intb tlye 

progressively inclusive categories of ideological content 

and theme 1 woman presented as willing ~artyr (short 

~ sto~ies "trom 189)-1900, The Touchstone',' sanc-:tUary) 1 woman 
" 

pas social capital (short staries trom 190Q-1905, The House 

of M!rth) 1 the paradigmatic l)'ortrayal and re jeétion or the 
. 

sacrifice-domination theories' (Ethan Frome, Summer, 'The -
!i!.!!) J woman as social ent~e'preneur' (The Custom o~ the 

. . 
Country) J' and a final compilation o-t pre ce ding' ideologica,l... 

~ prescriptions' and rejection of the ~8me. as presentad ~fh 
.~ - 4' .......-..."l"~.. ......,~.~ ," 

,The Age of Innocence. This' final sec:t;ion acta as a , 

nâtural conclusion to the dissertation aince wi th this 
... "'~-. 

work Wharton cornes to terins ,,'ith her li~e search and of~ers 
, " -\ 

her Most radical social commentary ,and a'final optimistic 
1 J ~ ~ 

, -
world view "of' the, individual rècénc,iled to part~al rejec-

.. 1 t - 0 ... . ~ , , 
_.1?ion of the old "true" w·~ of pat~i~~hal ideology and 

.. , 

" 
, , 

.. 

" .. '. 
1 .. ~ ~ • 

,- '." 

, 

t 
'~ 

" 

1 

> , 

1 ,; 

1 

1 

:. 



\ '" . 
( v 

-, 

, ; 

"' . 
.. *") .. 19 . . 

. ," ,,' ,~,j ~,~,", ~ H~~"." : ·.;;i,~ 
t>art1àl. sytnpathy' wi th ,-a ~vi' .recol1sti tuted wor~dv: in which 

, , . , . . ~ { 
women,'s .èxperi"ëne~ ,~~ desir~ aehieve's central .. ity·~ 'As'a 

_ ." , "'::- • L ....... , ' 

\ < .-cC?da,':!' w.ill' ofr:e,r' bri~f remar~s ~àut Chopin ,"'s' fin,al ' . 
.1 ". ~. • ~ .,:,.... ~ 

.-.......~g and Whartoh's lat~>: ~:n-~s ;ta ;,e11 as cODIDIentB 

, ' on tne. f~~h~~ work called for.in My, own texte '> \ .... 

{' ;.. ., . \ . 
~ . 
" 

, . ", ." 'Ch~~~ ~'1h~tori:'~ ';~~aie ~iscourse, then, 

Wi~ be .'pres"':t~d .~.;,..:rérnatiOnal in that 1t Ndares 

and defies,,2~ ,thà.1:' w~i~~' .is bbth ~ienating and. de~,tru~- " ~" 
• ~ .. • .....t 1 ~_" .':. • - "'; ~ :',... 

,,' 

• l' 

1 . 

":tiV~. "'9' Wil~.bè·:~7-~.~U~E!~' ~ei~s ,'ifJ a fictiO~,.~f ~~its'. 
,in which, aS 'Sacol?us' wrttes. ': 'A.. ' 

, t" -- ." 1 .... ,-

, ' 

.. 
. " 

. , 

The tr.ansgres$i~n"'o:f literal1' boundaries-.- . ' , 
momeni;~ when .... tructures. are shaken, when' ; : 

, language re~:ses, to l~e down meek~y, or th~ , '" 
.~arginal is,brought Ülto sudiien focus, ',or ,in-.,' 
,'te~lig1b~11~y itaelf refused--~eveal nôt~on~y 

the conditi~s~of ~ossibility w1thin ~hich ' 

, 1 

women '~s ni tÙlg :~xists, but what i t would be 
li~ to ~evolut~se them;2~ . 
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;, É~DNO'L$s 1'0 THE INTRODUCTION'" l , _ 

.. '1' J ",\ 

,,' . 1 ph the Bq'Qject b:t literature ,as. ideological 
" cr1t!.ci§IIl,,- sée 'JoM GooQ.e' s··"Woman ând the ,Literary Text" 
"in. The Rights and Wrongs o:t Women, edi te ,d, by Juliét 
Mi tchell and Ann Oakley (New York 1 PengUin Books, Ltd., , 
1976), pp. 2:1:7-255 as well' as recent warks 1,y R~aymond' 

,~~ll.l.iams and 'Fredrlc Jameson.' _--

2 Michel Fouçault, ''',l'he Discours~ on LangÙage" in 
The Archaeolo of Knowle e.& The Discourse'on Lan e, 
transI by A.M. Sher dan Smitli New York. . arpe,r & Row, 

., PUbl.ishers, ,1972), p. 224. For further discussion .of 
Foucault's"general relevance to feminist critical't1ieory, 
see Marcelle Thiébaux' "Fouc'ault' s~Fantasia f0l"'Pemi- 0 

nis:tSI The Woman Rè'ading" in Theoa and Pr'a',étice o'f 
Femini@t, Li terary Cri ticism, ed1-t;ed l:iy G~riel.a Mora and 
Karen §. 'l,an Hooft (Yps~).anti.' Bilu,gual preas;Edi torial., , 
,Bil~e, 1982), pp, 44-61, '_ .,_ 

,- , 3- Se'e tor example the cri.r:iCal. y,ork!J o:t virg~ia 
'Woolf who, de spi te' .her concern' t0îJrîtwomen" -continual1.y 
wro~e, to a malê audience and f9r their approval,' a f'act -
polnted out by, nUfJ1erou.s feminist cri tic~ in'Çludin~, . . 

. AdJ;-:i,.enne Ri-ch' irt her "When "We' pead Awaken.' Wr/i ting as 
, ." Re-Vision {19?,lJ'" in On Lies.;'Secrets,' and 'Silence', 

:. ~ Se1ècted Brose~ 1266-1978 '(New York, ~/.W. Norton & , 
'çompany,- 1979). - This 1llni tati'bn in self'-expression la 
'even more apparent in tl1e worka of' the e arl.iest wri ters 
,in Englarid and Ameriéa whose diécourse was clearly not 
.ri thin their" control (imp~ci tly 'or' exp1.ici tly ), 'see 
'here . the worka ot Margen }{~m:pef Alic~' Thornton, 'p anny 
Bur.ney; or Anne Bradatreet as examplea of" this. 
, 4- ' , ,." 0 -

. ' '. Mary 1 J.acobus,. "The pif:teren"pe of V~éW" in' 
WOlflen',Wri ,and Writin "about .Womeni (New York, Barnes 
&:" No a.~ , 'ooks,' 1979 , pp, 1 .. P-:11. ',' 

5 Rich, . "When 'We D~,'ad Awaken," p,',,)5. '" 

6 Rich" ~: theories have at times come c1o'se to 
pure do€;nta: until 'recently, radicai separatiat theory 
and prac1;ice wa,s, f,or her, the only correct way. " ... . 

? Tilli~' Olsen,' "pné Out o~ Twelve 1 Wrl tara: 
:Who Are 'Women in' Our Cen'ttlr.Y:" 'in Silences (New York. 
Dtil~ ~ublil;t~. Co., Inc., 1979), pp: 22-46,' 

• ", v, 8 darol Th~mas' Ne'e'lY, "Fèminist Modes of. 
Sht!J&espe-are an Cri ticism' C'ompensat·ory, Justificatory" 
Tz:~sfàrmational.." Women's .. S,tudies, 9';1 no~ 1 (19814), 6. 
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. 9 Nee'iy,. "F~Dltnist·:~odês.,>·,' 7.' . 

lI) 'N~ely, :,,'Fe~irdst MÔdeè~ H' .7 i' ' ,,' : 

, , 

• 1 
" , , 

" 

" , 
o '\1 ~ ~ 

11 ~~~l~. "Feminist ,Mo~es.J'" à-~.. '~ .,,: " i,;. 
1 _, " 

1~ N eelY , ItF'emini st Mode s; Il ,9·~·. . " .' :,', ", . 
, ,j.·o ' \ 1;'" •• ' J_ 

1) Annétte K~lOclnY., ~II:Q.an~ing Thr6Ugh' '~h~ . ':' . 
Minef'ieldl "Sorne"-Observations on' the, TheorY, Prabttc.e,' . 
~d 1?olitics 01'. a,Feminist Literary'Critici~,"··Fe1!linist 
Studies; 6, no.' 1- (Spring 1980), 4.' "~ee also reapOll'ses 
to this article by Ju.di t'h Keg,an ,Gardiner, Elly 'Bulkin. 
Rena Grasso ,p atte.rson~ '0 and' Annette' Kol'o~y in ,If An', Inter- , l 
change, on Feminist Cri ticfsm l ,,'on 'Danç!ng through .the , 

.Minef'ielq,' ~: Feminist Studies.; 8, n'O. ;} .(Fall 1982), , " 
629767.5'.1 ' ".' - ,/ ' , , .," 

:', "14 KOlO~. "Danciilg," 8., . ' 
~ • 0 "':.. 

lS.KO~O~, "Daii~~,'" 16:"17.<' 
16 .;. ,: ' ~ -

Judith 'Fetter~ey, The Resistirig Re-aderl A 
p'eminist AVprOarh'"to ~erican Fiction (Blpomini:t~~J, 
Iiîdf~a Unl.versl.ty Prefils" 1976). __ . '. . ' 

" , ' 

,\ '; 

: ,17 Virginia Woolf, "Professions fo~ Women" in 
Women and.'Ilriting, edited by Mich~le Barrett (New,Y'ork.' 
Harçourii"Brace 'J'ovanovièh,' ~979), 'P. 60. " , ,- ' 0' 

.'. 18 Mary ;ac obu s', "Preface ~d' Adkno\'{ledgements" " 
in~"Women Wri ting and Wr.d:ting About Women(r,iew York. 

,,'Barnes P& Noble Bgoks, 1979), p. 7.', ,0 1 ' 

" 

.' ' 

',' 

" , , , 

, " 

" 
, 19" .'.' , " 

_ Foucauit, Archaeology, pp., ?7.-~8. 
, " .' 't 

Q "" c 

20' l ',' • 

,JacobUs, "Di1fference," pp~ '18-19. >' , "", 

2.1 JacObU~', ~Différence, Il pp'~: 1~-13. :' ; :' 
e.... " 1,. 1 II 

22" " . ,'0 '. ' • l ,':, 

1 • t ~ ~ , 
, .' 

" , ~( 
• ? \,' , 

, , , , ' , , 
, Foucault, ,Arch9§Ology" p. ,5. , 
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.. : 0. 2) Ka~e 'Chopin,! The Awakenin~ in' The' comp~ete"'.· ' :. ., 
Works'.ot Kate Chopin, edited by Per Seyersted'{Baton >'. 

'Rouges ,L,ou~si8l'la "stél;:te 'university Press, 1969}; ~I; 
p,. 89J.; , ' " 

, . 24 :K~-:t~ C~opih, -Awakenin~,' II,--p .. ' '946. 
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CHAPTER ONE 1 CRITICAL OVERVmw;', 
, , 

~he easi~~t yet 't~~ mO$t. distress1n€; ,phase ~:f 

,1- - -

, , , 

" 

t'elDinis't cr,it1'~i~'1s ,the' ,st~dy .of ,prev.ious cr1tical 

. respon~~s ta 'women ",;1 te;s:. lt' 'la, easy 'in 'th~t i~' ia ' 
v. f \' -.1. 

" spadework which usuallY unco~ers il ttle that provoke s -
, , : ~., ~. • ... f 0 

, ' :serious' cri tical thOught 1 i t '1.s . aimost s~ul t1iy'ing in 
, . ," ~ . , 

that 'i t uncovers so inuch, which ia eminently facile, 
'. 

8Pllrio'\1s, and, worst of. âll" .é9nà~dered as de fini tive' ànd 
1 J • ~ l ' " U l , Q 

which' theref'ore necess~tatès serious critical'att?~tion. ' 
, ......~ 

, 
'1 .' 

. ' 
.~' ' . 

:. Bath Chopin ,and, Wharton, untortunately, are model. examp1es 
, , . , 

, o~'" women wri ters who suffered at the hands of cri tics not 
, . 

because of cri tical disagreemerit but, rather, because of 
,,' 

1.~eologiQ..al biases which are ~xte~al ta proper critical 

proce~ses. A 'br1e:t' overview' of majpr 

~d w~kt6n,'will make this'- clear." 

, 
criticism on Chopin , 

" 

, , 

, , 

. '. 

1'-1" 
, 

, , ,1 ' --.,,, 

" , 

, ," 

,-

Kate Chopin ia p~rhap-s best known for the ,cri t1cal 
" 

d}~natio;n exercised against her. It ia 1'.1. terary legend 

that cri tical and popular response~' ta The Awakening o' , 

,killed her. One' can certainly specu.late that the attack 
" 

on her- work hastened her death, b~t 'such conjecture'has . 

li ttle ta do wi th li terary 'cri ticism. It ia, howe'Ver~ 2; 

, si.gniflcant tact that the cr~tical-onslaught in 1~9.9 
. 

kil.led her l1terary reputation and destroyed her:market-, 

ability and, heJlce, a.1,1d,ienc&. One can al-sa post~l.ate 

~ ~ . ' 
" , 

'e'" 

'. 

, ' 

'. 
" , 

, 
" . ' ... ": 

..- .' .' < 1 
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that her pre-1899 criticism helped'in her literary 

demise. The ré~o~se, t,o her ~e1"ore ,The Awakening did' no t, . 

'shore up her r~putation,an~ defenses for the battle to 

Ch.qpin at f'~rst 'was . siIttPly seen as anothe~ local 

, càl.ori~t 'fil '~ long· line of' Southern wri tera of whom the . .. 
grea~s haà already been designated, notably 'Joel Chandler 

, , 

Harris and George Washington Cabl'~. Even recent cri tics 
, . 

of' regionaliat li terature include her in lists of authorcs, , 

notiÎlg as an a.Sid~ that she actually did not and doea not 

fit" the 'c'o;nventions or, concerns of local colorists. Sen-
. . 

timent,i1l. 8l'ld regionalis!t women writera of: the 18005, wi th 

few exceptions~ advocated tradi tional social mOdela; their' 
i' 

ref'l.ective conaciouanes8. determined literary mOdes--
! r ,'J~, , 

romance and me+odrama--an,d . stressed aèceptance, 'an<;l, con-
'i • ' 

" , : • '. sequent1y', ,alienation of una.ctu~'ized individ~ala from -"' 
, " 

.' thelr social selves., Local' color fiction was pro1"oundly 
l ' 

',~egative in that i t w'as a looking bac'kward for a g~l~en 
• 1 r _ 

age which" of course, had never existed. It denied 
• 1 

progress, 'transformation. It is ·.cleer. from, Chopin' s 

e~liest staries .that ,looking backw'ard" was· nqt her intent 

"nor that regionalist fiction was her only forte' ér limi t'a-
I • , 

tion, bU:t cri tics would not appla~d this until long 8ft'er 

her death. Inste'ad, her contemporaz:,y ~ri tics avo~ded. . 

dètailed ~a.lysis of her work and 1 seemed coptent to offer < 

l , Il '" 

impressions, ~uggestions~, graçious ~'Ompliments and yar~ous -", 

,sk~tches of the artist at work. ,-This type, of analysis ,was ., 

, 1, .. 

" " 
, . , 

l ' 

, " 
. .' 
. , 

." 

'. 
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undoubtedly considered adequate bot~ as cri ticism and re..:. 

portage in i ts time, and examples are ~ow re8.dily available 

to modern cri tics 'in A Kate Chopin Miscellany (s,ee, for 

example, Sue V. Moore's authorizèd sketch 9r Willi~ 

Schuyler' s review/interview).1 Su-ch cri ticism offers 
. ~ , 

valuable information and sorne randem cri tic al· insights, 

but i t is certainly not a cri tical discourse establlshing 

a major wri ter in the canon. 

Chopin was also classifled early on as a mistress 
, 
\ 

of the sh t'orm but not ~f ,the. novel. This ~di-
, 

cates the critics' desire to label. and confine. her as 

local col again. the ~hort story Vias the' :f"otte , 

or of'" clever" wri ters such as Guy de 
'\. ' 

of reglon ists 

Maupassan~. In ~ddi tion,', since\ ·the s~o;rt story fox:n was 

a wri ter of the sarde was theref'ore equally 
1 

a minor 0 e, 
i 

minore complicate the issue ~urthe+ï the criticism on 

her stories was' shtilar to that hiscussed" ab ove , i taelf 
• j 

minor in 1ts critical intent and: acuity. MQr~over, 'no, 

'major èr ticism 0l?- Chopin' s first novel, At F aul t, " 

appèared 1:ll1til very recently. The novel, i tself waS' hard 

to. c?me by bec.ause of i ts limi ted p'ublication. This last 

, tact merel.y points out the concerted attempt by cri tics 

,and '~blishers to disregard Chopin the novelis:t and to 

keep h;er !,:;:i ting short storie's. It was not until she w~ 

t'ully establish~d as a sho,rt story wri ter that her third 
, , 

\ 

. novel was accorded "cri tical H attention. " , 

This, ,proper atyention" of course. was the nailing 

" 

1 '. 

. ' 

1 • 
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, 
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,1 
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down 6f the coffÏl') lido . Earliér correspondence between 

Chopin and her various' edi~o:r;-s reve~. that she' had be'en' . 

· asked in s,everrd. 'instances to rewrite stories ,co~sidered, : 

too indelic ate or immoral for her audience. Certain 
. . 

piece.s w~re refused; o'the,rs wer~ never even submitted: a 
'. 

secon~ novel was destroyed after fruitless at~empts'to 

find a publisher. Yet even this co~espondence--an'd 

· cri "tical muttering--could not have prepared Chopin for 
" 

-. the critical reaction to The Awakening nor can recent 

crit~cs !ully realize' what 'can only be called the hatchet 

job done on Chopin the wri ter -and woman. M'argaret -

Culley' s excellent edi tion of the novel now makes avail ... 

able a collection of contemporary revie~s which are' as-

; 

. ' 

", : l 

. , 

...,. 'tounding for their rabidity, morbidity, intolerance, and j' 

· venomou's sexism.. Chopin' s themes of the sexual and soci,al 
. .-

aw'akening of a woman clearly insul ted or frightened her 

audience and the literary establishmèntr the challenge of 
> 

the book, the transformation effected wi thin, clearly boded 
\ '. -. . 

ill if translated into the world outsiqe the texte Chopin 

was c~tigated for writing'unhealthy sex fiction, .flawless 

art without morals, a study in morbidity bette-r suited to· 

psychological tex~boOks, animalism in words which ,debased . 

human nature, provè~ ~l~ar, cor~upted, sm~lled. 2 Perhaps' 

the most interesting cri tical statement is that of the 

P.rovidence Sùnday Journal cri ticl "We 'are fain to be~ieve 

that Mias Chopin did not her'selt re alize what she was dolng 

whèn she 'N'rote i t' • .;:3 By late 1899, then, Chopin in the 
\. ' .. 

'-

'. 

;, 
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, , 

.eYes of her criti'cs and aUdience was no longer a quaint 

regi0l1:allst or a teminin'Ei Maupassant. ·she was not even 
, ,,' ~ 

Kate Chopin. '!p.' extrl70rdinary inci'dent o~, cri :ticai and' 
, "a . 'or 

, personal erasure, th~sl however, ,the woman wri ter wouJ.d, 
, 

, J not remain' silent. .: 
il 

" 

" Between 1900-1930, Chopin was broug~t back intc? -• "-==--
the f'old but--again--wi thin studies .on regionaJ:î"sts and 

, .. f. • ~ ~ 1 1 

short' stàry wr±ters. Daniel: S. R~kins' published ',Ph. D.' 
r . l' ~ 

dissex:tation of 1932., Kate Chopin f!l'ld Rer Creo1e Stories,' 
11' . ,," 

'otfe';-ed new lt-i~grap~ica+ material and a cqllection of her' 

"Storie;:!. His' anaJ.ypis of her -work~: ·and ~otably T.he' 

Awakening" neverth~lesS', did, ~ot o~fer' signitié'antly' ra,,:, 

visionary ,readings •. Little ~ajàr'work' appeared until 
, , 

'Cyril:le Arnavon' e 195J introdllction' to :a French edition . ." ... '.. , . 
of ~he Awakening,' reti t-ied as ~( this ijnportant piece; 

howeyer, 'N,as virtuaJ.ly unava;i~~le' to cri tics unt~l 1'e­

'cent,ly with i t~ inclusion in A .Kate Chopin MiscellanY. . , 

Chopin remained tor ~,ail ..intenta and cr1tical ·purposes a 
_" l , 

àhadowY figure .. on' t,he edge of the canon. 
• \ \ • 1 

Prese;nt-day' Chopin' cri:tics çan vir~uSlly reéi te 

. a ~i,tany. o~ ~~~àe scho~ar~ ·wh~ beginnlng in the 19608 re­

-~àltened i~-';erest· in Chop~., Again, Marg~e't Culley' a 
!r·"~ "-

book is inval.uable, in i ta overview of recent cri ticism on 

éhOp~.· ,Vlewlng tn,é .entire b?dy of cri,tical though.t, o~~ 
• 1 • 1 

finds· eS,saya ·of bewi~derment c0l1:ceming Chopiri' S silencing 

and·neglect, for ex ample thQse· of Larz~r Zif!. Edmund 
- - J • 

~ilson, :and. stanley Kaui'rmann.' One' sees·, finally, serioue 

:.) 
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, Q 

li t~rary ,,gri tlc~sm on Chop~ ',a :t'orm and .. 'content, for· 
t ...-~ ~ ... -....... -

example in t'he essays of Kenneth Eble, Rol?ert Cantwell., . 

and Lew,is Leary. Most important t'or' criti~s and readers 

,alike, of course, is Per Seyers1;e9,'s' 1969 'edition of lh!! 

,Complet~ Worka of Kate Chopiln. The b.9dy' o:f 'work ,i S J at', , . 

: 

, ,\ . ,.' . 
. ' last. av àil ab le', and' cl,earl~ cri tical,'in~érest intensif"ie~ •. 

" .' _ 

In the laat dec'ad,e have come b-ath. ,the 111'0 st . cri tic,al 
1 

and Most problematic 'studies Qf Chopin. On the one hand, ' 
.' ' 

one ia off,e~,ed the analytfcal 'and biographical w'ork' of 
~'" .II 

'Seyèr~ted in \ hie Kate 'Chopin and thé critical and socio-
1 ~ f" .-

'. 

logical. readings do~e by Emily Toth and Robert Amer, in .. : 
~ , 

the'ir di Bsert ationa ~and article s. On the other hand, one ' , " 

has,te con~end with the veritable outpouring of compensJa-', . ",' . 

tory and justlficatory feminist analysis on èhopi~ and ~. _ . '. 
J. ~ l ' • - " . 

........ 

" , 

, .. 

no'tably her last novel. The recent criti~ism is h~ghl:y ",: 

valuable in that i t' pbints to 'li terary and ideological, 

concerna and methoda. ye.t it ia al;é,i clear that only now 

with the full availabi~ity of Chopin's pap,e,rs and accesa 

to exiatent cri tic.a1, discourse on Chopin can her work 1,e , " 

-entered correctl:, ana c·omplet~ly. It has b,eco~e accepted' , , 

to view Chopin as a potentially major li terary figure, but, 
,.... '1 

, . 
a more. transformationàl. feminist', cri ticism ls nece ssaz:y 

,beiore i t can be determined exactly where Chopin' a social 

fiction stands in relation to ,c anqnic and :female discourse. 

'Anne Goodwyn Jones' excellent chapter on Chopin in her 

vèry l:"ecent Tomorrow Is Jfu6ther DêY' The Wofnan Writer in 

the South, 1859~1936 is such a new direction in or~tic-al. 

, .. 

, . 
'. 

, . 
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, " , , 

< -

" ", . , 

" '. 
',' 

~ .. 

, , 
.... 11 t • 

, , . 
; ,'" 

" 

l ' 

1 • 

.' , , . 
( ,. 

" 

" . 

'> • ., . . ~ .. 
' .... 

, , ~ 
, . 

" ' 

-'j, • 

~ .. , .... .:: . 

. , , .. ,,"', " 
,~ ,,' 

, . ....... ~" ,,-. ,~"'- '", .... -_ ... - <-. . , : 

, \. 
~ ". 'c..,. 

, ' " 
II '" , 28:, ", ... ,' 

• r. ~".' • .. " 
, ~. ... 

'" analysis. 
- 1 .' 

Much the sane'case'ls' trtte for ,Edith W.harton~ 
" . ' ~ \, . , 

That her work stands as 'ft link between 19th and 20t'h , 
, , ' 

century liter-ary 'and cUltural 'sénsibiiities i8' evid.ent. 
. " 

• ~', ~ • ~"... 1 

It ia' custemary te' place' her.' i;rt the traë.i tional :al'ld pro- . 
. . ..,~ '!, .. ~ - , " 

gres.sive 'Hewe 11 s.-J l\We s-;F i tzgerald line i or,' as Michael 
1 .,' ," ~ • ' 

.Mi-llgate has astutelY obée.~edl ' ' 

, 
, ' , .... . 

.. 

'., .. 

, . , 

.. . . 
, , 

1 _ Edith 'Whart~~ :o~cuPie~ an" ~xt~e~el; 'linportant' 
intermediary ,position 'Qetw.een J3f!\es and', Fi:tz- .' 
geraldt indeed, 'we might argue th~t Fitzge,ral!1." 

.. .. -1 ....... 1 

1 

eould nardly. have \l(ri tten The Great' Gatsby . 
" 'without The Custènn of the CountrY; and it 'is 

beyond argutn~nt. ,that The Custom of the Country 
+:tSè~. éould no~ have be~~ wri tten wi thout the' 
whele body of· James' s' a.chlevèment· behind i t;4 

, _. 1" 

!. B'eyond this el.e~entarY point,~ however. 1 there' 1s',li ttle 
( .-

c~iti~aJ. agre_e~ent.; indéed~ ',to' p~aphras-e. an ,earlY 
, ,,~ " , 

, 'èri tic l s . j~ ::i"t. Wl?-arton;' in: lIlo s:t , cases' i,t seeme'd' to ,be. :' 
" , 

. '~h-~ 'éritics~ '-onli aiDl. h't~ dish tJi~~~~rY ;~r ~he ~ake of '. 
'the '$~~s'~tio~ 'Of' disl11ng ~ê~ ... 5' '~~ar1:~n "s :work, ··f;·Om- .i~S. ~ 
p~il1~cation; d?lt~ . te' t'he- p;e f!iept" d:~,' ha~. bee~ , cri ~iei.z~d 

.'f~r·· iis sUPPO~~d' ~'àt~~ ~~t'~nt ~d, r,eac'Ùon~ Ph.il~èophY" ':.. .' 
'" _, - .... : .: " ~ v , '... ... t' "1'.1 • , ' ... 

:, Marilyn' J-ones Liae~' in her '19.59' .s~UdY. 0:( Wharton, summed ':. '. 
\ 1 • ' , 1 1 ~ • • r 

. , . , 

... "1 

, l 

.. .. . Up .. the ' si 'tU-atioù. ~ 
1 r • ~." '... '. '. ' .. 

, . 

. , 

. . . 

.. 

. . Too' liberal' f<Jr thè Victorlans~ , she 'W8a' ., . 

, :' 0:verly m.ora.listic', for twent~eth-èenwry natura)..r~., . 
"Worst of all, :t'rom .the 'modern poi!1t, of view, sn~,.,· 

, was .. wr.i ting .of t~e' Y'l'on~ class l ,in a .period which ' 
,the cri "tics lik~ 'ta descr~pe, ,as an' age of br~te ,', 
strugg~e for 'survival ,. sne c,antinue.d to concern 
herseU with the riice moral issues which .éonfront 
the 'p~ivileged, set' an~ have nothirig' to do with, , 
the rl.se of the ma:sses' or the union demand for a,·',. ' 
higher. w~e.6 . ",' ", . -', ' 

, . , 

More It~;cently', ,~ h~s', 1978. intrc;du~tl.on to The Édith 
' . 

, 1 •• ',' 
" . 

'. , ' 

, " 
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Wharton Omnibus,' Gore Vidal hàs $Poken against a more 

personal bi~ evident in criticism' ori her. "Due to he'r 

sex, class' (in' every sense.), and place of residence, she 

has been denied her pr,oper place in, the near-empty ~an­

theon ,of American literature."'7 A brie.f overview of mli!-jor ' 
" .' , -critical·trends will make'clear the peed for a 'total 

l , 

r.,-evaluation of Whart-on' s stature, as wri ter an4 social , 

- cri tic. 
\ : , , 

Ironically enougn, i t is' H'e~ry James who must 
, " 

, -be* partial b~ame for the cri tlcal biases against Wharton. 

'" James became' a close friand of 'hers in .190) and rémalned 

'so' until his de ath. However, their 'cri tical disagreelllen-é~' 

were many, their ~riendship was obviously not 9ne .of 
, . 

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

. ready staggering tmder the weighty title of '"G~eat ' 

American autho'r" or considered, at le as 1: , as the greatest, 
, , . 

woman wri ter of her day. James re~ her first two boOks 

in 1902 and, in a much~uoted letter. wrote tp,at he want,d ' .. 

,only "to gét hold of the little .lady and pump the pure 

essence of my wisdom and experience into her. She must be -' 1 
tethered in native pastures,' aven if i t reduces her to a .-

, 8' 
back-yard in New York." He also spoke of her "cleverness," 

a label that--coupled ...,i th ,the equally if subtly condes­

'.cending term "brilli~cy"--would haunt her t,hroughout her 

career. Later, in James's i~portant review of The Custom 
. 

ot the Country, he further set her up for critical mis-

read.Ing by .prais.ing Wharton', s :"particular fine, asperity" as' 
, . ' 

••• -- ~. ,): r ~ 
~. ~ , . , 

, 
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[ :. ':~I,~hat~_.~s n~. a SD~t, ,,~ ~ùe~ary.tr~"".,,';;itl~I:'· ,'; 
~ .. A shade of aspe.ri ty mw 'Qe j,.n " such f"ashion ~ . ., ,1 
~ . :. Ï3ecurl ty against waste, and'~ the dearth of ,0 ~ 'k., . . '. -displayed securities vie sh'ould weleome. it o~ , ' ,f', 
~' 'that ground alon~. :It hel:ps' at' any ~ate' 't.o' 'i 
J" ' .' .;" consti tute t'or, t'he· talent manife'st in f,'rhe . .' >,,1 

,f.' , . "CuJ'tom! à rue .!dentity, so far, sliould we have . , '1 
~t ~. to gp to séek. another instànce' of the' dry~ 'or, . ~ 
/ . call:-1 t' perha,ps· even the ha,rd, inte.l.leetu,al:' :.' ' .. 1· 
~: ,'~" , "'t . , touch in the soft, Qr cal.l 'it perhaps eyen the ,. 
;' . . : hum id , temperamental air,', in other words of the. . ' . l 
" masculine· conclusion tending sb to crqwn ,the '. ; :,. ! 

,~. f'eminine obserVation. 9 , l '.' • • ." 1 ; 
,. 
1 
t 
" ',. 
t 

'1 
\' 
, 
< , 
(1 • 
'v -'1) 

i , , 

, , , 

" , .. 

" 

L', , . " 

" 

. , 
S1J:igle~~ded1y, . then, ~ames promulgatêèi· thë~yths ~:! .her 

disciplesh~p to him, the coupling ~f;her ge~ius.with re-
, -

sidency in New York, 'anct the ~periori ty' of' lDascu~lne 1 

sensibili ty to f'eminine sen~itivi ty. .un.t~rt~~~eiy, the se , 
1 

biases remained constant, in varying degrèes- cit 1ntensl ty', 

'unt11 very recently. • i 

, 
James, of cou,rse, was wri ting ih tune \fi th the v 

... 
. times--supp0I't1ng the still active 19th century concepts' 

, l ,. 

of wornSnllood and art--as well as in de:f'ense of' his own - . 

" aesthetic. f'o~t1.lati~s. and, at that t~e, waning popular':': 
, 

ity. His true disciples, who w,ere many, carried on his, 
, 

as it were, crit1cal damning with :faj,nt praise. Parti-' 

cUl'srly notable ls Percy Lubbock in his Portrait of' Bdi th 
, , ' 

Wharton -' 1947) 'whi.ch 'was conside~ed a cri tical biography . , . 

_ but reads, rather, as a ,sna,pp.ish personal attack on 

Wharton as woman ~d Wharton as impatient and limited 
. . 

·s-rudent of' the Master. A majority of 19.50s criticism 

continued in the same vein. at that t~e, interest in the 

i : 
'~ : 

'. f 

l' 
1 . \ ~, 
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~ea:- of Ifterary technique was paramount', o.and both James 
, , 

.., .. ~ 
,and Fitzgerald- reigne.d supreme in the p~theon o.f :fo~. 

" 'Wharton was interesting ,only as a somewhat dulled mirror"· 

image of James" s techn1cal pr~cepts, and her work was not 
• • ~ • • ~ 0 

. . 
, G 

v1ewed as or.iglnà.l:in eith~r torm or' conten~. 'This ~radi-" , 

tional attitude toward Whartol) begaD. t~ break down only 

'Ni th the publication o.~ Milli'cent Bell' s book, Edith ',. 
f '\ -

Wharton & Henry Jalles. The stor:{ of Their Friendship 
, • f - 1 -

(1965), in which Bell' dispro.ved Lubbock; s. 'assertio~ that 

Wharton "was herselt ~ nov~l 'of his Oatnes'i!.: no doubt'!ri. 

hls '~arller manner. ,,10 Howeyer, martY 1960s cri tlc's--:-

stlch as the selt-labelled Jacobi te, Louis Auchincloss-- , . , 
, . 

uphel.d the ...famesian. domination the ory , and it i8 only wi~' 
• J_ ~ 

the clear~ Whartonian studies of the 1'970.s--for exampJ.e .. ' " 

Cynthia WoUf' s A ,Feast of Wordsi The Triumph of Edith 

Wharton and R.W.B. Lewis' Edith ,Wharton. A.Biography:--
( 

that· one' see s Wharton "moving down t'rom the li terary ,:, . 
l ~.... ~ , 

a-ptic--where she w,as' relegated until reoently' as a sort of 
• '<,,' il -

"Henry James 'ill" corsets--into· the front parlor." , 

The blase s'of sex and class die ,ilard in: t'hat thèy', , 
. 

are perhaps more personaJ. and are also m,ore so<?~ally ~on,:, 
.., .r,-' 

'ditioned responses 'than cultivated biases of 'ae'sthe'tic 

preferences. Edi,th Wharton was for critics and:publi'c 

alike one of a new breed of American wri tersl she..vas a 

member of t-he affJ.uént upper olaas as weli as: Sèribne+' s 

chief moneymaker whose nove~s focussed unremittingly upon 
" , 

dark visions of alienation and compromise. As ,John 
" . 

r " 

'1 • " 
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, . . " 
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(:. :",,~ .~; :~·: ... ,':.~·Harv.Y. wrot'e 1n ,,"contrà.stil)g WorldsJ A study in. the 

'( Nàv.~s of Ed! th Wharton" ,. "That:a member. of this lnbred • ..... 

over-civili:zed society should become a professf.onal writer 

was in' 1 t~e~_f unusu"a1, ~hat a woman shou~d do so l'las ln-
. 

More near1y impossible :than ~~redible la 
..... ~ i • 

:- .. t,hat Wharton oou~d have been accepted 'widely as a gre at -, 

.. :;; , . writer--rega;r.dless of her sex--by her c~ntemporaries. The 
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standard response up to the 193013 toward Wharto~, as to 
~ . 

;Illy woman wri ter, is auceinctJ.y represented by E~iz~eth 
} ~ 

A. Dre.w' s pieee, "Is There a 'Feminine' Fiction?" in which. 

she wri tes. 

Il ."hen ,al..l 113 SalÙ, an'd in spite .·o! the .feminists 
with the queen hee in :their bonnets, the tact 
remainé. -that the creative genius of woman ~emains 
narrowér th an. tha't' ot .l'n.an. even in the novel •••• 
In spite ~f ~<iual. educati~ and equ~J'-9Pportuni'ty, 

<,the soape _of !Qm~ rem,ains still sm,aller. than ~he 
. scope of _~an." J ,>' ,. .., ~ .. .. 

Of course. Wharton'Il' as James in'Ùmated and Lubboek ccœ:fi~ 
~ . . 

, .' ,', 
gated.' was cOonsidered to have "a very feminine eonscious .. 

'~e~s and a ~ery masculine mind." 14 This concept. of bi-

seXUal·.me~ta1i ty led to her b~l}lg att~ked on both sides," 

She was 'cri tieized by famale cri tics aà being too crue~ a> 
, h , 

wx:ite,r--too masculine ,or inhum an .... versus , :tor example, 

Sarah· .Orne Jewett; male cri tics lamb asted 'her for. being 
, .- '" 
" J • • an er'dex:ly s~~~.:;malè Minerva, n 15 an esaentially "se~esB"16 , , 

-j \ :-
.~ ~ 
> •• ~~ 

, . 

o 

" , 

• ' >1 

-:-here read defeminized or inhum/an--wrlter. Wharton was 

mor!!. than aw~,e of th!s t'orm o:t pre judice l" though she 
.. . 

o:ft~n .jokingJ.y'· s~oke about herselt as a se~:r .. made man, she . " . .. . . , 

request-ed that' hér private papera remain s'eal~d unt!l 1968,-
• 'l1li ~ ( , , r. , 

, ,1 
l , < , 

" . 

" . , 
, 0 .. ,,~ ~ 

~ . ~,' ,1) 
. ' .. ~ 

" 1 . ' .. 
-: 1.' 

. , 

, . 

. . 

'! 

. , , 



,1 

.. 

* .... ~ ~ • 

/ 
/­

/ 

" , " 

'''till.,' she' ~,~d, 'I shall be no l.ongel' regarded as a " 

woman ~ut only as a wri ter in the long ~1ite o~ wri tS;;s; ,~1'( 
, .. 

. ,HoweveJr • .one partiè~~ly. ~jurious f.'orm ~of 'Cri ticàl ana-
" $.., 

!Yale - aro,s~,., dlrectly ,:trom Whart,on' s rétice~ce: t5>ward,' 
. . ... ~ 

self'-eX}l 0 sure. that 18. cri tical 'interpretatiQll,'ba'sed. 
... -' .' ~ . 
~ ~ < 

upon biographic'a]. ·specul~ion. Avo-iding direct $exuâl 

assaul t, cri tics lnc1ir'ectly ~en~ured Whart~n by,: .tr.~at~ 
her work as 'the PSYOhOl.ogiCal working eut ","'çt thtt, traum~ 

'" r" ' 

ot childhood. feminine, -:: semal frustratÏon. extràmat"i t'al 
" 

d,all.l~ces àrld consequent g!.iil t. '~dmuiid Wils~n' s essa.v. 

·",J~àtice t~'ÉdithWharton" (1938), Most clearly opehs this 
_ ~ <1 

,­.. 

-, 
" 

line of' ~UiryJ--sliâ~it':~as be-en revitalized by'the !-. 

ralaase of' her private paper.s 'as can be se,n .in ,CYnthia 
, - ,..... . , 

A '..' .... (\... .... <. _ ...... 

Wolff' s' 1977 major srudY, A Feut of Words. 

Some recent critics, :t:,ortunately, sée ~ nee'd, yO 
, . 

4iscount ai ther Whartop' s sex or àe stheti cs. On the other.. 

." han~, f~inist oriticism ~an: ofte:::~ new trapdo~t~ oi ... ~i.s- ~­

'".! . ..eading in i té' râiional.,tza;ion 'or cond.emnation of Whar.~on ':8 

: . 

, ~ • .a. 

supposed at1;i tudes _,toward women, ~~tJ'ler instance ~~ , 
\ ~... ... ""'.. If .' " tI 

~oroing contemporary '1 ab el s'--here' . "feminl.st" or ~ anti- , . ~ 

• , v 

,~ teminisis," --UpOl1 the, material .und.'er ·.inve'Stigation, -labels, 
• .".. 0 ...:" ... .; .... 

that are not striE:tly ~p,iicable iil eithe,r" a historioal' or 

sociol,ogioal ~nse. ~n Q-entras1io, Elizabeth AznrOons" r,c.,nt 
> ,~ . ~ 

stud,y of Wharton and 'the "woman 'q~~stiOri, tI.',Ëdi th Wharton l'S' 

Argument wi:th Arneriëa, sugge si;.s the highly, eri tic al 'and 
. . . . 

Eicholarly mode 'of trans1'omatiollal analysis aya:i.lable to 

:f'~minist cri tics rt~da.Y'.~ , 
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", One :f'urther bias must Qe considerèd. prejud;i.ce 
" 

-.under, thé guise, of. social, oon.sciousness. "~harton did not \ 

have to Will t" until the" 19J08 to be ,attacked t,or' her non-

, 'proletarian" material. ~ arly in the 1900s, she was cri ti­

cized for h~r status in thé upper class. For example. 
'" ~- - ~ . 

g 

Julia R. Tutwiler, in her 190:3 ,"description" of Edith' ~ 

'Wharton, wri teSt , 
1 

For Mrs~' Wharton belongs to that small and ex­
clusive chapter" ot artists who have achiéved 
witho\lt the accepted incentives t,o achievemen1;. 
In one SénEfe born to the place she has made her 
own in creative art.;in another she ,has won oit' 
trom the inaèce ssible seclusion of weal. th and 
sociai positlon~-she ls wholly without the know-
ledgé of li:f'e le arned through study of ihe ' 
sordid and· brutal tace, it turnf:t"upon those who 
struggl~. 'wi th 'the me arme ss" o:f opportuni ty' 'or 
are iï~~~ate ",1 th the clamoring needs o~ the 

, body. ".,' "' 

Easlly grafted onta this vie", ls seilla! pre jUdiee as can, 

be sean in John Cur1;is Underwood,' s remarks on Wharton' s 

"b~illiancy" , 
, ." , 

, -
Brilliancy is ~ patrician quality, of the super­
ficial. by the su;perfici,âl, for the superficial.. 
It le intrinsida.llY alien to the genius of the 

- Anglo-Saxon world~ in particular' 'to that of 'its 
male halt, and the great maas of the world in 

.' general has some reason for 'looking at i t' wi th " 
" suSpicion. 19 " 

'8 -In the 19JOe, this view ~l but consigned -Wharton to' the 

clever but .:t"orge.tt~le genteel ~radi tian. V.L. Parrington 

"called her ~- "i~mp~ramental arista~rat,"20 a col'iservative 
, -

oh'the side of a "sterile world of ,class conventions and 

~ negationsi a d~Cad.ent· Vi ct.orfani sm. ~~1 Granville HiCks 

ci ted her., as a sort of:' g~ntéel muckraker but, on the .. . , ' 

, t .. 
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whole, ·w hart C;>n 1 s form and content were considered reac-
~.., ~ 

- "'" '. '" (r 1 

tionar,r (here read both politically'wrong.and aestheti-. 
cally .spuri'ous), and she, was ignored or "Pt1t in her plâce" 

bY,radical cri tics. .(gain, in the. late 19:30s, this bias 

beqame less pronounced, however,' as 1ate as the 1960s • 

. one t'inds counterattack;s to a dlsguised but sti11 opera-' 

'tl"e class bras' as whey{ Patricia Plante wri tes in her . 
1962 ~di.th Wha.z:ton, A Prophet. 'Wi thout Due, Honor" l "It' 

o 

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

6nly be f'ound among the poor and the under-privl1eged_"22 

Generally. 'one t'inds Wharton discussed as an anthropolo ... 
, -

gist of a vanished era, a novelist, of .manners--that is. a 

snobbieh social report~r for New York's 400--but little 

more. She i5 "considered by tradi tional cri tics -ta be, a" 
, 

major woman wri ter (here read' of minor importance to male 

discouree), but ahe, like Chopin, remains a,~i~re on the 

edge of the canon. 

Such excessive termino~ogical baggage--"woman," 

1 arlstocrat, reac:tionary, expatriate. Jacobi te!-lies 

he avily on Wharton' s wDrk, and in order to avoid the ' 
"'-

critical pi tf'all of' such facile labelling, one must return 

to the texts--both fiction and non-fiction-~in order ~o 

redetermine Wharton' s contribution· to the tradi t'ion ot . 

American li te rature • female discourse. and her' relevance-' . 
for modern dey readers. So too the tagging of, Chopin-- " 

regianalist, local colorist, sentimentalist, short st~ry 
o 0 

artist--must'be reexamined in terme of her own intent and 
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a.at~:t,1cs' ,as 'weil as in her ,1'ic~~Onal. 

~tran8formational' content. 
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CHAPTER '!'WO '. ' LlFE 'ÀND ~T 

Kate Chopin was born in 1850 of Irish and Creole 

parents ~n the slaVe city 9f st. Louis, and lived to see 

'the emancipation~ the 7.-ndustrial transformation of f'etidal . . 

p'lant ation ' life, and th~ arri val of seemingly' n every facet 

, of the world' s achievement,' in industry, science,' li tera-. '. ..... 

ture and th~ ai-tsn1 , to her S~uth bef~e her death on 

2~ August 1904. Her extended familY on her mother's side 

'w.as an establ!shed and.' prosperoua Creole clan; her immi'" 

, grant father was a succéssful merchant and railroad 

founder. After the father's.accidental death in 1855, she 

~as brought up by a French 'Ill atriarc,-hy of three generations 

of related Creo;Le w.~men. 2 Her 'fami.ly supported the South 

during, the Civil. War, and Kate's activit'ie~ earned her 

, the nièknaÎne of "S}:. Louis' Littlest'Rebel." Mtér the 

w'ar" she was schooled outside the home and received the 

,.\ ,necessary education of 'a Southern lady, coming out as a 

debutante in '1868. 

In 1870, sh~ married. Oscar Chopin, a Creole who 

was distmlt1y related to her, move'd to his plantations in, 
, . 

Loui~iana, and led a genteel_ and somewhat Independent 

lite as his chatelaine. Eefore the' age of thirty" she 

had had fi ve sons and oné daughter. At" thi~ty-two, she 

, i 
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. 
was ~idowed, and after overse$ing the plantations for a 

y~ar, she retu;ned td st. Louis~ ,By'l885; she was 

wi thout 'close relatives, her ,supp<lrtive mat~iarchy 

ending with her mother'e death. It w~ only after-this 

and at the urging of a family friend that she turned to 

serioue and salable wri ting. Between 1888 and' 1904, she 

produced three novels, some one ~undred storie's, various 

sketches, poems, a one-act play, and severa! critical. , 

ess~s. mgny of these written in her living rooms while 

she was surrounded by her childre~ She was' considere,d 

a -suceessfUl 'and fashionable writer before' Thé Awakening,' 

at'ter 1899, she produced li ttle work, and much',of this' 

remained unpublished. 

Rer writing career and deep interest in literature 
, . . 

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

contemporar,y reports, she was not a spontaneous and 

aesthetically naïve wri ter arising trom t,he, legian af, 

"scribbling ladies." Her mental pre~aration and study .a! 

te chnique were in fact qui te extensive J P,er Seyerste'd ~d. 

Emily Toth, natably, offer detailed, verifiabl~, and' con-' 

jectural background on her artistic development and in-

fluencee. " 

Chopin, unlike Many women of l}er time. read. and 

read widelyl she seeme not to have suffered the réstrictions 

of cenaorship Wharton did. In addition to ~ritten texts~ 

Chopin was steeped in oral story-tel1.ing by her great-' 
, " 

, . 
grandmother who favored histor,ical and fanciful tales of 

" -
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those who d~.tied social .eJq)e_çtati.éns~ Chopin also kept 
- , ' 

various diaries and commonplace b~pks, and trom these we 

, can reconstruct her sel.f-education as a wri ter. 
. 

By the age of twenty, Chop~ had studied" and at ~ . 

times critiqued "'such authors as Dante,' Cèrvantes, 

Corneille, Racine, Molière, Mme. dé Staël, Chateaubri~d. 

Goethe, COleridge, Jane Austen, Charlotte Brontë, -and 
, , 

Longfell.ow."3 She was also drawn to li terature of re-

b,e,llion, particu~arly that focussing on, the woman 

qu~stion. Her pr~vate nqtes contained numerous quota-

tions on the subject, some'~ith marked copy but none with 

her ~ comment.ar,y. However, ·it ls certain that' one ,such 

un,conventfonal story, in this caSe B'j.0rnstjerne Bj~rnsonrs ' 

The Fisher Maiden, insplred her earliest extant piece, -

"Emancipation. A Life Fable" written in 1869 or 1870 'and! 

left unpublished in her lif~time·. It ls not surp;r-ising, 

moreover, that ehe gave up writirtg for nearly twenty 

ye~sl no matter ,how liberal her early life might have 

been, the 'content of this fable and the progress of he~ , 

self-education showed her co~sciousness of the ditference 

be~een ,liberal ,ideology and a liberated li.fe. For half 

of her own life, she was a duti.ful and 'seemingly contente d, 

d~~ter, wi.fe t ând motherf she .spent the' final' halt 

writing -a~_her b'est about women who çould neit>her malee 

the leap she had toward personal li'beration nor content 

themselves wi th 'traditional and restrictive feminine roles 

advocated by society. 
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Pive' y~ar-s . after' her -hus~-an:d' s' d~ath. Chopin 
!,I ' . , 

bègan hèr,care~r' as writer,~ith_ a p'ublic~ By then she 
.. 

had rea4 widely. in.science, philosophy, . and literature, 
). 

, warks which 'inf'lueneed not only her private phil;osaphy 

but alsa the public expression of the same through her 

fiet.ion. l-i"er earliest stor~es showed' a marke4 concern 

wi th psychological symbqllsm, psychologieal p'ortrai ture 
, . 

, of women at odds wi th the world, . and distance.d or amorai 

narration. This' also holds true'for her,firet novel, 

At fault (1890), ,which: she published. ~d :p~'omoted>-' 

hersel.f. Part's of the 'novel 'are preferable .to t'he 

'wholeJ in particular,' the previouslY tabop subject of ' 

divorce ia openJ.Y treated and central to the work. How-" 

ever, as has bèen prev~ously' stated, th1s novel was con­

sciously ignored by critics who 'preferred Chopin as short 

story artist though,shè hersél~ dénied.a skill an~ pre­

ference for one li t~rary form o'Ver another.' 
• f. 

Nevertheless, af'ter the rejec-oion of 'a second 

-!lovel, Chopin did ~ to .ret'urn to the s~ort story 
, . 

forme Between 1891-1894, she wrote'some fart y stories , . , . 
and sketches. She published these firet in national 

magazine-s and later collected twènty-three 'pieces in 
. , 

Bayou Folk· (1894l,. B'y then s~e was firmly established 

" with. the public; ~d critical p,ress as a local colorist .. 

This position was maintained with t,he reception of Â 
_ t • 

Night in Acadie.( 1897) ,which ~olleeted pre-l'S96 staries, 
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however, this anthology was less ptJpular than her tirst 1 , , ' . . 
ainee few of ~he stories.were obviausly local color but 
----------.: 

Many we~~all Awakenings. 
1 

50 too were mo'st of her 
1 

stories,writt~n in 1897., It lS evident that Chopin in­

tended her third no~el ta be her Most poli shed and de­

liberate work, and that Many 'of her ear+ier pieces, though 

masterful in their own right, were partiâl, roUgh sketches 

.fol" this .,final. masterpiece. 
, 

Equally important .at th.ts p~int' in her career was: 

the public~tio~ 91' a series of short critical essays, 

,èhopin was extremely reticent about discussing'hèr sPeoi~ 
~' 

fic techniques and intention or of affe'ring hers~lf as 

artistic model. 5he aIso was loathe ta suggest any in'-
\ 

terpretation or view of her work which mlght be taken as 

defini tive; for Chopin, "truth rests 'upon' a shifting . 

, \ 

.' 

. , 

basia and le apt to be kaleidoseo·pic. 1I4 One can conjectu"re, 

then, that her intent in these essaya was,to'show her l~t­

erary influences and senaibility, if obliquely, and to 
. 
position herself within Specifie literary mo~ements, if' 

~ . . 
~ by implicatiori. , 

'Whal:f is' immediately evident la that Chopin dld 

not conaide+, he~s~lf one wi th th~ r,eglonali.sts or local , 

color artists. .In her "~he Western A~soeiati~ of 

Writ~rs," she makes clear that the limlted scope of those 
, J . ' 

: 

l ' 

" viriters denied the true subject of ar~, "htlman existence 

/ -

. . 

in its 'subtle, 1oomplex. true meaning, stripped o~ the 
, . 

veil wi:Çh 'wnlch' ethical and conventional standards have' 
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draped it .... .5 Furthermore, in her review entitled 

"tCrumbl~ Idols' by Hamlin Garland," she showed little 
, . 

" 

sympathy tor social problam fiction in i ts pure fOrtlH 

nei ther did she show any r.avor toward didacticiàm or sen- -

timentalitY. Rather, 'she seems closer to'what Adrienne 

Rich reeeJ'ltly states as the design and intent of fenrinist' , ( , 
o 

writersl "to render those p~ts of ~be truth'that we are 

b~st able to embody, knowlng that others are at work on 

oth~r parts 01' ~he project •••• ~6 Chopin saw art as a 

form 01" individual expression of individual truths, some 

individual trutha being, sb'ared by Many individuala, "and 
. 

for he~ and for l:ler fa:Y'ored authors, art was an expression 

,which was s'eemingly, amoraliatie in i ta fom but extremely 

moralistie in its content in that there were no aubjects 

true to the lite'of the writer that could or should not 

be presen:ted. Her'~preciation of Maupassant, Whitman, 

Jewett, and ,Mary E. Wil)dns 'Freeman, in particular, rev,al 

her affinity with practitioners o~ masterful2y controlled 

technique--particularly in the areas of characterization', 

plot development, and point of view~-arid with purveyora 

of a new, modern fiction of p'asaion. psychological insight, 

, and social realism. 

Cho~~ would publicly maintain tha~ her writing 
-

1 waS "the spontaneous expression of impreasi~ns gathered 

goodness knowa where" and that she was ~ completely at the, 

.- me,rat of unconscious selecti.on .. ,,7 This 3.1?pears to: have 

, ." "been a, re a~tlon' against cri tics and the iilyasion of her 
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. 
privacy, or, as Chopin wri tesi "the victim cal'l110t take 

he~self too serioUsly."8 ~owever, her private diaries 

and some .few commenta in her essays point to the contrarya 

that she w,as highly aware of her own style and limitations 

and that she avidly studied ~d imitated the technique of 

Maupassant and Jewatt. Har "Impressions" of 1894 also 

indicate her preferred content, for h~r,Freem'an' s "Pem­

broke ia the'most profound, the moat power!ul piece a! 

fiction of ita ~ind that has ever come from the American 

press. M9 That grim'nov~l of pasaionate,'unconventional 

love was adjudged by major critics as a crud.e, salacioua 

'local col or piece, just so would Chopin's The,Awakenlng 

be reèeived in,1899. Chopin, in brie!, did make clear, 

what company she kept. When cri tics !inally he,~d her, 
4 ~. if 

., 

they consigned her and' sorne ~f that co~pany ta a li'terarY/,' . , ./' 

limbo. 
, ~ 

Chopin does not, however, ever openly etate he~' 

'central sub ject or theme. :,Most cri tics readily agree 
'" 

tha-t ,her ~ajor theme is the defiance of woman' ;gainsot .. . 
social convention and patriarch~ ideology. Emily Toth,' ::' 

in her Ph.D. dissertation, ~inks Chopin with the domestic 

and. plantation traditi~ns and, more importantly, deline~' 
t' , 

ates the all-pervasiveness of the woman question_in the 

social criticism and f~c,tion of th~ day.10 Since 'the 

ideology of true womanhooa was central in Ch9pin 1 s 'li'fe,. 

it'is'not surpristng that thïs was the maJor·i~pression 

or.truth she ~ight wish to express. W~at is astonishing 

~-, 

, , 

1 li "" 

-. 

. ., 

'", 

.: ~ .. 

-,' 



, 
, ... 

i , 

f. 

" 

( 

t'~ 
, ,,:,:; 18 th~t she had the temeri ty t'o present implici t cri tiques, 

, ' 

~ .. ' ," of' social' conventions and id~ology wi thin her fiction. 
, , 

,) :. l'fer subv.ersive artistry can best be understoQP as an -. ' " , 
.:~, ,~: e~tension of her private phi~osophy and pessiÏnistic world 

•• " • yO' 

view. She did not believe in\either ethical ab~olutes or 
'" , 

, ' , to~al absence o!~ethics, nor did she see her world as 

'. 

:'."" 

, ' 

'.' , 

. ~. -,. 

. -

- . , 

."pro~~ès~~e, or retrogressive." For Chopin, each indivi-
" 

, ' 

dUal--particularly each woman--possessed infinite poten-
.6 ~.: '. L (', 

tial for se'J.f~fulfillment and expression but' also, at the 

same time, the'greater'possibility for self-compromise 
\ .. 

, , 

and-self~destruction •. And these two faces of the seme 

'., . .coin we"re ho.t purely oi 'nature but also of nurture 1 
.J) • _ _ J , 

\, . 

If· _ .. 

,,;' 

"Human impulse s ~o not change -and c an not 50 long aa men 

and women continue' to stand in the rel~tion to ons another 

which they haVe oc~?pied since our kn6wledge of. their 

ex~stence began."11: Her finest 'fiction, then, like' 
, " 

" -Èd! th whar~on' s. presented the reacier wi th women wl1.o 
" 

defied 'the lO2'lgstandirig social and sexual relations even 

though the wlOmen fall at last into abysses, of solitude 

and alienation. 
6!' 

Bdi th Wharton was born in 1862 and died in 19~7. 

or, as Vito J. Brenni writes. s11-e was "born during the" 
~ q l' 

/ American Civil w~ and died in the ~ame year in which, the 

la~e George Orwell was convinced. 'history ended.,"l~, 

Her family was related to the Rhinelander and Schermer- . 

horn-Jones clans wl1.ose money came chiefly trom: re~ estate" 

speculation. -Though her upbringlng was genteel and 
D ,0 
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uppér-class, hf..r f!iRlily~ s social standing:was on the, , 

II> 1 • • ... ~,~' 

l.owe'st rung of the New 'Yor~' 400 •. Wh'~~n' received no 
+. . 

f'omal s'chool~ but was pr'ivat~ly edllcatéd by her . . . ~ 

f'ather ~d governessesf indeed~ her moth~r',çànsidere4 
• J. ' 

~ .. t ' 

li te~ature so inhere!?tl1:. ~uri~~~ t~~t .~hart6n :w~ n~t 

ta read eontemporary' :t±citiç;ri .UAtJl 'ir~~~ her 1IJB:X"~i,age., 
• .... _" "'_ ~ 1 • -: ~. "'t .~ ~ 

Due to Q'Conomic °de-pressions.',a:t-ter' the. èivil -'far; ,'~'- '. _ 'r, 
o * ."- ,. 

. Wh~on' s 1'amily chose to ,11.,ffilabroad,., whe~re-.Ameri~an .. 
, " . 

" 

.' .. .. 

Dtoney 'Nent furthltr, and :the greater part of "fi~r ehtl.dhood· 
~ 

.. 
was spent touring the Coni:inent.· She mafr:i.-ed. EdwSl'd 
~ .J ::: " 

Ropbins Wharton ot the Boston ari~t~cr'acy in 1~8S arid. 

was divorced. from him in 1913 a!ter, his long and traumatib . 
. dec~ine into insani ty. After 191), she :lrettlmed to tlle " . 

c 

United Statès :tor onl.y one brie:f' vielt, preferring 
, 1 

ins"tead residen,êy in Fll'ance. 

During the tiret World War, Wharton was actively ... 
" "''''-. , 

, " :, involved in, charity work ,and used her Ifoci~. eo~eeti~s,' . " 
to. help finance workshops for unemployed seamstresse~,' 

the :American Hostels for Refugees, The Chi'ldren of 
) . 

:r ,~. 

Flanders Resoue Commi,ttee, and séveral. Âmerican Conva-

leseent ltœes. At t~ sSlÎl'e time. ,.she worked as a war .. 
~ _ ~o _,' 

correspondent. ~'an exceptionallY rare position for a woman~ 
~ ~ ~ ~ .. 

for the New York p~~'sseé-.. For he~ war work. she was made 
~ rJ 1 7-

_ , ... r l' 

a Chevalier of the Frenéh Legion o:t Honor and aw~ded .: 

b"th the Medal of Queen El.iz 8.è,th and ,the Order of 
" . Leopold by Belgium. Simil.arl;'i, she amassed rare honors. 

~ , 

- 'fOr. her work in fiction. In 1921, she was' awardèd the' . , 
• < 
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Pu.litzer' Prlze--the f'irst given to a wOlIlan--for her The 

Age of Innoc§nee. It was, howèver, an honor tinged with 
, 

compromise as the PuJ.i tzer \'tas only gi ven to Wharton-.. 

'the choiee ot the CoJ.umbia University trustees .. -in order 

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

chai ce of the jury. In 1924. Wh~6n again broke through 
. 

sexual barriers when she was granted ,an .honorary degree 
-

of' Doctor of ~ti;ers by YaJ.é Uni 'Ver si ty • Also in' that . 
1ear, she became the' second n.oyeltst .. -.tollowing W .D~ 
, 

'"iiowells--and the second woman-.. a:tter Julia ,Ward "Howe-.. to . ," , 
:r 

' .... ~--be recognized by the' .presentation ?t a Gold Medal from 

the- American Acaaemy of Arts and Le't1=ers'. 

Her writing career, like C~opin's" ia notable ât 

tiret inspection tor: i t~ early beginnmgS, ,long) hiatus, 
, . 

and late frui tion. ,This "ras due ·in great part to her ':. 
, -

soëial background and upbringing; as wh~ton wrote in her 
" 

memoire, A Backward 'Glanee.. "In the eyeS" ot our provin-

cial. society authorship was still regarded' as somËrthiilg 

between -~ black art 'and' a :t'om' df' manual. labour. ,,1) This 

upper .. class pre judiëe against the craft of li terature 
-

remained constant throughout her lite and was. made eviden1; 

t? her through various forms ot social censure. Wharton 

wr'o"te, for exemple, of being invi ted early on· in her 
1 

careér to a party at which a "Bohemian art'ist" would be· 

introduced; "she ~a:s more than a little astonished to,-find' . 

persel! pointed out as that same artist. In her last 

years, Wharton wroi!e of the s'ocia! ostracism incurred as 

" 
," 

" 
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a c~sequence- of her ,n scandalous" novels, 
, . 

l r~in.ember once saying that l was a failure in 
. Boston (where we used to go to stay,.with my 

husband' s family) because they :thought l was too : 
fashionable ta be intelligènt; and a failul;'e in 
New York beca~se the:y were af'x-aid l was too in-

. telligent to be fash:Lonable. 11+ 

'Indeed~ Wharton"',s career was almost nipp~d in the bud at 

its earliest stage vihen, at 'the age of twelve, she pre­

sented her first novel to her m'other who r'ead the opening 
. " 

sentences and tbtd her that the portrayal of manners 

'ther~in waS in~orrec,t and tmse"emly t the n~el was 

de stroyed,. De spi te. c'ontinual cri ticism from a.l.J. sides, 
, ' 

W'harton became, a profeasional wri ter and màintained an 

~t~ve' career: into her seventies, leav1n.g unfinished at 

her death her po:tentially greatest work, The Buccaneers. 
, . . ) 

- Whar.ton wrote ner' second novel at the age of 
, 

:f'U'teen for a girl:f'riend. Fast and Loose, found among 

.her priva~e papers, is notable chie:f'ly for the bagua 

reviews Wharton wrote 'anq, appended to i t. Her satiric 

. sense and attitude toward cri tics were already sharp as 

can re~ily be seen in lines taken from the mock Nation' 

,reviewi "The English of it is that every character is a 

:f'ailure" ,the 'plot a vacuum, the style spiritless, the 

di~ague 'v~e.- the sentiments\.weak, & the who~e thing a 

,.:f'ias~o. ~15, F-ast and Loase, however.' was' a purely personal 

~under1;aking' (which later became an elaborate private joke, 

, appea,ring in various reincarnations in aeveral short 

storie,aL Wharton did not attempt se:r;-ious fiction 'agaln 

.. 

" f \ 

;. 

\ : 
- -.\ 

.-" 



.< 

" , 
< 

, 1 

" 

,( '" t 

L 

. , 

,- . 

, \. so 

unti~ 1890. lnstead,sh$ turned to 'poetry ,-and was 
" 

, , 
published, '·both privatel.y and pl'ofessionally, by the age J 

of seventeen. Her pOétry, urifortunately f was 'convention'al .. , ' .. 

at i ta best, anè reâds the .poems as documents of appren-
. ~ .~ . 

'ticeship md not as early unappreciated masterpieces,. 

-uter her marriage, Wharton began wQrk on a 

series' ai short storiés that were published separatel,y 
, , . ~ , 

between 189i\-1899. . During that period, she also 
<o. _ 1 r .' ' 

co-authS'red, wi~h .Ogden Codman, Jr.; ~ boo~ on interior 

decaration enti tl:ed The Decoration of. Houses that was and 

la sti11 consldered radical in, its. ,~sthetic pr~nouncein~nts •.. 

Ever il'1tèrested in torm and stYle,' âs can be seen in her . 

~ater studies"of Italy and France, Wharton faund this type 

o~ wor~ amus~ but noted that, i t, "c'an hardly be ,regarded' 

as Il part of my li terary career. "16. lier' three short st-ory 

coll~o~ions~-The qreater Inclination (1899)," Cruci~ . , 

:rn~tances (190q ~ .and The, Desceht ot' ·Man. and Other' " 
, . 

Si:ories' (1904)--ànd her first two nO"'lallaa--The Touchstcne 

(19'00>' and S,anctuary (190 J) --were more seriaue li terary 

endea:v:ors.', still, for Wharton, they were beg~er' s 

'material treatecl in a novice' s manner. ,Nor did she con- . . ". -

. aider her tiret m'ajor W5':rk,- The' Valley o;rnecision (1902). 
~ .... -- ---------------

a per.sonal artistie, successi 

i ' ' . 

, _ 'The 'Valley of Decision~ was"not,. in rny 
sense of thè term. a novel 'at '\all, but o'nJ.y a 
rQmantic ,chronicl.e, unrolling its episodes like 
the t'rescoed leg~nds on the palace-walls :which 
!-crmed' its. background, my -ide:a of a ncve~ wu 
somet~ very dit'terent, ,jiomet~ing tar more 
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'compact and centripetaf, and l doubted whether l 
8hou~d ever have enough constructive power to, . 
~hieve anything beyond isolated character 
studies, ·or the strïnging together of picturesque 
episodes. 17 " , . . 

, 
Wharton, then, .was aware of the 'necessary development o:t 

technio'al skills as well as that of h~r own formula'ted " 

aesthetic code. While ,many 'ot her early stories 'were 

brilliant examples of "disengaging of crticl.al instances 

'trom the welter of existence," 18 she. 'was still search~ 
b -, ~, 

'-

for a predomin~t style and sub ject, a c'ogent moral. philo.- . 

sophy expressed through her par-ticular bfand of the novel 

of manners. She succeeded, in major ways, in resolving 

technical and aesth'eliic problems in h~r' first bestseller, 

Th, Hous~ of Mirth (1905). 

As documented in her The Wri ting of F.iction (192.5), 

Wharton belieyed her major influences to be Europe an. In 
-

'p,articular, she admired and elnuJ.ated the social fiction, 

o~ B'alzac, Stendhal, Tolstoy, and George Eliot which 

'agreed wi th her pr~cept that "the' oounds of a personali:tY 

are' not reproducible by a snarp black line. but that each 

of us t'Iows imperceptib~y into adjacent people and 

thinga, u19 a construct not far ~rom Chopin's own beliei . . 
in psychological 'syIn,bolism. Further, ~or Wharton, such 

works--as wel~ as those o~ Whitman--exemplified her major 

-the ory of selection and organiz at"ion. For her, form and 

content were indistinguishably one 1 

There se'ems to be but two primary questions to 
ask in estimating any work of art 1 what has the 
author tried to represent, and how far has he 
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suceeeded? and a third. whieh is dependent on 
t,hem. Was the subject chosen worth represent~ng 
,.. .. has it the quality of being what B~zac called 
'vrai dans l'art'? , These threè inquiries, if 
àuly pre'ssedJ yield a full anBWer ,to the aesthe-

, tic problem of the navel. Outside of them no 
criticism can be elther relevant or interesting, 

. ' ,. athee lt ia only by viewing·the novel as,an 
, oorl?;anie whole, by considering i ~s fom and 

fuilctlon as one, that the cri tic c.an proper~y 20 
. i est~ate' i ts detail.s of style and constructJ.on. 

'In brief, '!'Iharton,be\).ieved ,that-'once an author's moral or 
~ . . ~ 

social statement was establ.ished in the mind, the proper 
, ' . 

'form for its effective presel1tati~ would become evident-. 

Wharton, then, unlike James, had no set 'rule's ot design. 
. , 

Ih fact. she' f'ound James' s t,heories of' concentrated point 

of view' and, symnletric constructioZl'prescriptive and stul.-
, ~, l ' 

"'tifying" similarly, she cri ticized the conce'pt' of domina­

, ting plot as b anal. Nor did she 'find the' pt'oletariari or 
'. ' 

,Natur.alist movements progressive J for her, they were 

. " n:techani,cal, n~n-.seiective, cri~ically inept and morally 

llmi ted. Instead., Wharton favpred a mild form of aesthe­

t~p anar chi sm 1 HGen~raJ. r~l..es qf art, are useful chiefly 

as,a lamp in a,mine,. or. a hand-rail down-a-bl.ack stairw~, 
, 

they are riecessary for the saké o~ the ~ldance th~y give, 

but it is a mi'stake, once ,they are formulated, to be, too 

much"in' ~e of them. f,21 " More explicitly--~d' more typicaJ. 

o~ Wharton the shrewd busine aswoman--she wrote l "There is 

rio fixe,d rule about this,. or about an:y other method; each, 

in the art of'fiction. to justit,y itself has only to 
, , 

, 'suceeed'." 22 

By .1905, Wharton wa.e aware of the need for 
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f'ocuseing and, solidifyin'g ,her sub ject matter and social -

phi~oeophy r as she wrote laterl "In the Houee of Art are' 

many mansions, and the nove~ist' s business- ls te stick to 

the one in which he t'eels himeelt' at lfome.,,23 Whar;ton's 

home, both figuratlve.ly an~ ~i terally, was New York 

society, whether -it be in New York or abroad, in the 400 

itee~.f' 'or wherever its conventions touche'd and were' 

o~served. Sorne Oz her early stories had centered on 

various incidents within this societyJ it was obvioue that 

the~e sithations lacked necessary s,igni.f'lcance for expan­

sion into no:vel-length tr1eatInents. Wharton \frote, in her 

memoire. of her search for.a truly "crucial instance" 1 

In what aspect could a society of irresponsibl~. 
pleas-ure-seekera be said to have, on the 'old ,,':-0 

woe of the wor1.d,' any deeper bearing than the;" 
people composing such a society coulq.' gueS'$? 
The answer wae that a frivolous soc!.f.ty can 
acq uire dramatic signi:f'icance only through what 
ite frivolity destroys. Its tragic. implication 
+1e6 in ite power of debasing people and idea1s1 24 The answer, "in short, was my heroine, Lily Bart. 

Wharton had found her centripetal sub ject and philosophy 1 

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

hum an. ,Pose1bilitiear az:td it seemed 'to me that the tate o,! 

the pers'ons embody!ng these po~sibt1i tiea ought ta redeem 

my eub jf!ct from insignif'icance. ,,2.5 'Thus, W~arton set h~r 

hierarchy,~.f values wi th The House of Mirth. 

Wharton' s moral hierarchy, however; con'tained 

neither abaolute good nor absolute evil; ahe, like Chopin, 

had re ad many of the sëientific and philoaophical 

treatise.s considered radical in her t~è. For Wharton, 
, , \ 
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repressive forces such as provincial. tribal society could' 

o~ter the l?ositive 'values of social. continuity and secur­

!~,' whi~e progressive forces, such as the individualistic 

Lily B,~t were subject to base mat,erialistic mot'ivE!s. In 

,that sense, Wharton' s stance on the ,war of social t'orces-­

" and the longstanding r::-e:latiÎms" between the" sexes--was 

, seemingly non-partisan. While it Is true that Wharton 

was obvious~y pro-soçiety (that is, soc~ety as she knew it 

at 1ts best 1 genteel and highly morèl) , she was not one 

_ to d!sguise or justit'y the degeneration of her society' s 
... 

morale and" tradi tians. Her att1 tude is ciearly seen in 

her lIlid"'ca:Mrer works ranging t'rom The House of Mirth 

tl1rough the problematic sociaJ. retonu n'ovel, The Prui t or 

the Tree, to her last finiehed nove~ on Old New York,-

The Age of Innocence. Despi te her experimentations wi th 

technique--as in the Jamesian The Reet and the anti-pastoral 

Ethan Frome--her intention was constant. analyzing the -, 

causaJ.ityof individual alienation. She wrote continuous-
"'~I 

ly ot' societies which build prisons wi th trad! tions, 

8pflaUd limi ted perceptions !nstead of a constant questioping 

of inherited values, and renounce social evolution while· 

evolving themselves into a wastelan~ of lost hopes and 

living dead. Wharton' s la an essentially <1espairing world, 

view'. one shade darker than Chopin' s ble ak out~ook 1 

The welter i8 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 th~ years are sad, 
the deys have a way of being jubilant. Life ~§ 
the saddest thing there !S, next to death •••• 
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The f'ollowing chapters w,111 discu,ss Chopin' s and 

Wharton' s major worka of' dark social visions, wh,at, . 
" .l" 

. - , 

" 

Cynthia Grif:fin· Woll! has termed Itthe fiction' of l1m.its;N 27 .' 

what la essentially a- fiction of defeat., SpecificaIly, 

as a -me'ans of spe aking about rèlationshipa of alienatiqn 
" • ,,1 

and negation. analysie will begin wi th an examin'ation o~, 
. " " . , . 

true wornanhood ideology. a set of received ide'as about - -
, ' 

woman which' pemeate Cl;lopin' s and ~harton' a fiction' an~ ,-

world' views. The remainder of this work ,will o·fter ideo-: ... :-, 
'. 

.lc:>gical re-adings of their social fiction in which their " " ' t, 

women characters stand on the br~nk of the. social 'abyes. 

on the edge 'of 'social and class rejecti9n ~r ejection,' and 

face the moral frontier in and beyond society' s sink of 

1.mJn.or ali ty • 
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CHAPT;ER THREE" ID! OLOGY , .oF WOMANHOOD ' 
,_ " • 1 

, , 

Th~ i'deology of ,true womanhood, the cult o-f. do-
, , 

mest~city. and the separation of private and p~blic' 
. " 
spheres' 'w~re not' original 19th century formulations and 

practicès. ' T~e ri~e of this 19th century social and , " 
• • - ' ~ .. 1 

s,mal, 'ideology' had i ts ,foundations in longstand.ing phi-

losophfcàl. ar1'd ~cienti.fic beliets of the natural ini'er!-' 
. , 

ori,ty 'of w'omeI1 coupled, with, in America at least, the 

developmerit of mod.ern capi t~ist theories and practices. 
" -

It is indeed 'romantic: to. believe .that coloz:ial. or preiri- . 

~ustrial American .women suffered no such subordination 
-

of self and wtll. To the contr~, ear1ydemocratic 

s'tatemakers such as' Thomas Jeffersol1. for examp;1e, made 

clear- :that three classes wo~14 always be exéluded from 

power, children, 'slaves, and womet;t. In addition. 

careful historical study of patri~ch8.1 cultures revea;Ls 

a well-established eonce'ptu~izàtion. ob jectification, 

and insti tut~onaliz ati-on of woman as lesser being t as 

"other," as secondary adj~ct to man. 1 What is notable 

about 19th- 'century American true w·omanhood· theories ia'· 

the complex and explici t codification of such- a social , . 

and sexual ideology. This f"onnaliz ation served distinct. 

functions in a time of cataciysmic c~ange which saw the 
\. 
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rise of ,industrial: capi 'talism, the emergence o~ a strict 

and necessary cl.asB system, the separation of economy 
1 

trom the home and the consequent breakdown of tradi tional 

tami~y structures. The very real possibility of familial 

and cultural degeneration, the actual bif'urcation of social. 

life into two spheres--hom~ and 'ln arketplace--grafted onto 

the accepted construct -of woman as companion and commodi ty 

all effècted the highiy prescripti ve and oppressive true 

womanhood abstraction and actuali ty. 

Social historians as varied as Nancy Cott and 
, 

Carl Degler agree on the centrality of true,womanhood 

ideol.ogy to American social and economic transfomation 

if not on the eventual valu..e or cost ta indi viduals-­

particularly women, of course--and society as a collec-
... l .. .. .. 

tive whole. The majori ty wou~d agree, however, that the' 

ideology ~r·'t'rue womanhood was simu~ taneously an 3:ttempt , 
-

at soci81 acculturation of men and women _into a class .. 
system and an 'increasingly obvious refutation of its own 

o 

abstractions and ~er-ican progreasi ve social the'Ory on 

th~ whole. This tension between abstract ideology and 

actual.sociaJ. practice Decornes explosive by Chopin's and 

Wharton's time, and this la at the heart of their social 

~iC,tion. 

The doctrine of true womanhood was simple • 
. 

Woman, in essence, was to be preserver of culture, 

-herse~i' the finest product of capi tali~. and the sym-

pathe~ic and supportive bridge between the private realm 
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of the home and the almost exclusivel.y maJ.e wor1d of the 

pUblic m~ketPla6e-:' She \lias "1?,0 embody and main~ain 

social. stabil.i ty in a vol~tile ~time ot elass struggie 

and economic amoraJ.ity or immorali ty through the nurtur-

-: 

. alJ.ce of her wo~anhood seli and her f'~ily. t She was al.so. 

to provide a haven of be auty, gr ace , ·and refuge for the 

makers of the ne." world 1 her men. 2 . The b asie tenet, 

then, was the old one wi. th the added fillip of finanqial 

bac~ingl "'Man la a doer, "an' actor. Woman reacts, she 

refle.cté rat;her t)'lan cre a1ies, Is the lnoon to ~is sun. ,":3 

The complementary ,behavioral oode was equally 

straighttoxward. Barbara Welter in her seminal e.ssay, 

"The Cult of' True Womanhoodl 1820-1860," delinèated It 

succinctly as a. system of principles and prizesl 

l ' 
The attributes of' True Womanhood, by 

which a "oman judged .hersalf' and was judged by 
her husband, her neighbors and society, could be 
divided into four cardinal virtues--piety, . 
puri ty, submissi veness and domesticity. Put 
them al1 together and they spelled mother, . 
daug)'L"ter, sister, wife--woman. Wi thout tnem, 
no matter whether there was fame, achievement· 
or wealth, all was ashes. Wi4h them sh~ was 
promised happine-ss and power. 

Furthermere, "a true woman "was destined ,to bring oomfort 
" and be auty in'te man' s li.t'e and te oombat his more sen-

sual nature and the materialism ot business ... 5 She was, 

as Coventry P atmore would name her and Virginia Woolf 

would contest against her, the Angel in the Hoouse. 

These precepte and ideals were supported by 

acienti.fic theorie s--women were considered physi cally 

and mentally interior to men--and rel.igious· beliete .. -
, ) 
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1 r 

wOIIlén were more susceptible t'O grace because .of tbeir 
, i - • , 

emotive,' supra-rational natures and were' thuso'spiritu-, . , 
, .... "l ~ 

ally superior 'to men • .' In brief. as Sheila M. RE>thman 
1 

writes in Woman's Proper Place. 
e 

> 1 , 

-'l'he ideol-ogy renq.er.ed them' at once incompe:~,$nt' 
, and oompetent, broken and whoie, to be pi tiéd 

and to be emulated. But whatever the contra-

~ 

{ " 

, -.- . dictions in this perspective, they disappeared 
", in one grand edicti Women had bet"ter stay very . 

muoh'in their own spgere. They did,not belong 
in the world of men. 

;' 
Wàmen might be ange.ls, bt1~ men would a.\wqs remain gods; , .. 

One }.~ediate and s~rious limitation of the •. true 

womanhoo.d ide'ology'. was that i t.' was an expression- of " 
• * < 1 ~ ~ " • -

upper-~;:LaSs interests and did not raflect-- the 'reJù.i tY Gr 
, .~ 

potential reality of lower class or immigrant .wemen. It 
,-.<;- " • 

purposely did not aekn~ie4g'e the, çowing' work .rorce of 

';,omen nor did it sanction professi.onalimn and oareerism' 
~ ~ . " ~ ~ ... . . ' 

fÇ)r women. - But that w'as the point a.:tter.:'al.ll": clas& ~- , 
.. Il :; ç , 

pirat~ons and distinctions o~ .c,lasa;:·S~~~~s :were~ at the 

o core ~:f th,e ideological model. '·'True.., wom-ànH~od. both ; 
"1., ....... - )......-

necessi tated and justified the' 'emer,gent" e-lass struc~ure. . , -
"," ... ~ : ~ ( 

It delineated a microcosmic erraétment of capi:talist 
, ,,' ,:;t"" . • 

~, 
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- principles while: simultaneo,usa.~;rèmanticizing,. the 'in; -\ ", ~ 

-, 
\ 

.-

" , ,', -.1 .,j:'" 

,herent cô~tradictioris between 'capi taJ.ism in ::pr~tice and.-," : < : ' .r " ~ 
, 

t 1 .... f ~. . _ ~ • .\., li' J '1 
- - ~ ~... )... .. I·'"",i' 

democracy in the ory • ' As Lawrence J. Friedman wri tes, III '.,; " '" 
f ~ , ) , ... ;- ~ (' 

'his In",éntors of the Promised Land', tl'ue womanho-ôd:was' ;-"," .. 
• _, ~ ,. : ~ _-t 

"to rec'onci~e the irrecôncfl3ble"' on b~th an lnd.1{viâual, 
.' , '" . 

and 'a' cOlieotive lev~l. 7 As will be seen, the .dàctririe 
• ; Q,.. J ~ 4.. 

~ .. -, ~ .. "'",- t- , 

could not even offer re çortci~l ation "of i t:s own' dué..1: nature. 
:- T _ ~ > _ ... "~ .... if ,"'':1' f.. ,./Il, "" 
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'Fqr examp1e, social aspirati o~ was implicit in 

the the ory • ~o be à true wom,an required financial sta­

' .. bility, wealth was simultaneously the support and prize . . . " ~ . ~ 

of' the true laay and, late!', the woman 0:( l~isure •. 
~ '~. 1 1 

. l. 
Because a wom.an could only ,respécttully ga.J.ll money ,and 

. . 
leisure thro~g~ marriagé, her first ·'we;-k" was te supply . 

'ri true -Noman seJ.:f' in aéca~da11ce w~ th iâeological para~, 

dips. Ideally, every woman had ,the opporttm1ty to, 

advance
T 

ta th~· trUe ca1J.ing 'Of wife_ and i'ady; she 'need 

only lncorporate idéal~gic'al, 'dict~. into her prèsentation ' , 
~ ,# ". 

\ ' 

ot seU._ The ,theorïes -,of true womanhood ..vere t!lus pro-
- ~ ,.. - ~,~ 

pounded as e,galltarian, and demc1cratic.ï In "reali ty, ~e-

l~tion8hip8 be1?Ne:en the sexes ref'i~cted basic ca,pitalist 
... ..: , ' \ • j l 

principles of sqppJ.y and demand in the m~iàge market-

, place, self'-aggrandizement, ~e,qual opportuni ty and the 
.' 

preservation of clsss distinctions. ' The received romanti'c 
.. .::. J , • 

• '-D • 

• idea 'of marriage, as Barbar,a Welter'-writes. was patently . .' 

, fàJ.se. " 

Marr'~age was, a demanatrable step 'up in, the 
hierarc~ of society, one or the tew w~s in 
which a woman could make such a move. M arri age 

, could'provtde for a woman :the. improved' economic 
, and social benefi ta which men rece-i ved through , 

edue-ation, specu~ation, the professions, bu.siness, 
and ~arriage. Most American girls believed that 
this new state automatic'ally brought, happiness, 
because they believed that to marry, for anythi~ 
but the purest love was unw.orthy of their sax and 

~ nature., This freedom of choiee \vas more apparent­
_ than. real, Most American girls married within, 
.their own c-àass, religiçm,; and ,geographic , 
backgroun~. , ~ , . 

Furthermore. as touched on ab ove , women by the very pr~-
~ 

',," seriptions of :the code c'ou~d ,,l'lo-t' enter' into the compe~i,:" 

t,' .... 

',-

, , 

, , 

,t 

, " 

l' 

" < 

, .',' 
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\, 
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.. -
.. 

, . 

.. , 

tivene-ss ot the' marriage ~èTketplace'J ~o do so would be 

to pl;'ove unwomanly. Rather, the wODlan must reniain 

passive even conçernirig this her one opportuni ty for 
. " 

the American Dream. As(Welt~r points out, "The major 
- . 

'e~ents "~t a girl's. lite were' to be products of arrangement 
, , , 

and tà'te, llot Qf: int~llect' 'and will. and she was expected 

to passively await them, as she await~d the arrival of h.r .. . 
,i~e."9 The true woman, thus, waS denied' even her fl~st 
,work. ,-the ~:f'f'eçt~ of a' socially ~c~ptable seU, how-

. , 

ever alienat~d tha~ be trom individual will and selt-ful-

:f'illlnent. , , 

What then w.a&- the pos~ ti ve value ,or appe al of 
J 

true womanhood te wo~en,if they. app~ared~to be at the 

.mercy of tate and the: sometime 'recei.vers ot ta "limited " 
1 • 1 • 

,:'. " ... 

eXistence? First, of ~l. the ideology did codify' a ," 
, 

System oi 'values and '4~q J?rescr.ibe a code ot ~eila'Vior, 

that was 'advantageous to·.éeme women. Carl Degler, for 

example, 'theo~izes .~~at the' ;'~eo~og~Cal t~nets put' inta. -
- ' " ,;C •• , 

practice' all'owed w'omen more .contro+. in their sexual re-", . ' , 

lationsliips and, theretore, in. c,hi.ld!Jearing and rearing. 

Hewevef. tor the màjority ?f women,fq~ whom t~e ideology 

remained abst~açtion and not re~i ty~ .such adyantages 

were minimal or non-existent,. Furthe~ore., the new 
, • 1 ~ \ • 

, 1.' ....... 

ethics justi:fied a l1atural ,double staltdardi "women, atter 
, ' } 

all, werè to be pU,re . and so cquld net', cap~ta;l..i.:·ze on' any 
l ~ ~, c:, 

increase inosexual control beyond--perhaps-~the ~umber 
• 1 : 
j. ~ , • ) 

o~ children they' mi~ht.,b,ear by. one· man. 'Nei ther 'did ~" " 

.' 

" . 
, 
, 

, , 
. 
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, , ' 
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her spiritual. 'suthori ty enable ~oman to reform male be­

haviorJ submissiveness, a:f'ter all, was a given. 'As for 
-

the social and economic seourities accrued by women in 

good marriages, the ideology did not change the pat~ern 

of sooial and class relationships and sa proved of li ttle 

value to those women ~ot already in possession 'of soo~al 

status and economic securi ty by virtue of their biri:h 

~ines. 

A second appeal of the sexual/social ideology was 

that i t", seemed ta gi ve some" degree of social control ta 

woman t making her powerful wi thin her own sphere ,of the 

home. Sht was, despite the limi:ations of her personal 

world, supposed ta influence indireetly and to m~tain 

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 workr Catherine Beeoher's treat­

ises ~how the extreme seriousness 'with which women took 

their rales as eduoators and moral guardians. Yet again, 

the. limitations wi thin -the ideology were revealed as, 

, contradictory to 1ts purport.ed social endsi if women 

{ 0 were to educate, they must themselves leave their sphere., 

go into the world and be educatedJ if women were ta 
-

maintain 'society, they must have direct influence on . , 
". 

, social theories and practices. If wo,men were truly 
, , 

moral and- spiri :tU,al supe,riors., t~ey, could not. in good 

ëonscience remain within ~heir sphère content with 

-, 
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'passivi ty and,'deniçù. of sel!. Still, the basic' tè~é,ts, 
, ' 

,of the ,code re:quired limitations ôf any power gain~d. 

Finally, the ideology of true womanhood advo­

cated specifie social roles for women--that is, a degr~ë 
, , 

of possible self-fulfillment a& mother, wife, ~d,lady 

. frèè fro~ thè toil and exploitatian of the marketplace. 
, . 

The rQmanti,clsm of this has a1ready been discussed. 
. " 

T~e ,conseq~eni alienation of individual ~elf from social 
, ,. 

seli' :is what is MOst crucial. As has been made clear by 

ntimerous critics, here Barbara J. Harris" "the woman who 
, , 

appro~hed 'the ideal abliterated her senSe 'of self and 

virt~a1lY ~~xisted only in relation to' others." 10 ':rhe 

'ideologic~ dem~ds, 'in other words, necess~tated,that 

wOlJlan, e~qÜoi t a male vision of womanhood and eradicate 
" . , 

her own ,1ndividualism and self-will. F o:r example, as 

Carpline': Hazard, ,president of Wellesle~ College in 1900, 
, ' 

sermon~z.ed, _ a woman' s first less.on was ·to- learn social 

ooediencè 1 "Obedience implies abs;lute' unselfishness • 
. 

One gives up one's awn will, one gives up one's crwn , , . , 

'desire ~f expression, one puts all, oné's powers at the 

co~an~ ,of another:"ll The life, then, of, a woman 
- ' 

,was to' be one of submissive sacrifice, self-martyrdom, 

profotind alienation- of self for the good of a patri~~ 
, , 

chal ~ocietYr the dreams and aspirations which she was 

to c~'l,ti vate and maintain, :the ro'lelf she wàs :to' fuit'ill, 
~ , 

~ - -'\ 
the 'influence she was to wield were'barren, predicated 

~ . '. . ........ 

, on the deni~ of her selt, denial of women as individuals; 

- , 

. , , > , . , . 
. , 

" 
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, , 
(. 

,denial f the American Dream of men and w~en 'together 
,0 " • 

making he new Promised Land. ,That :f'emale' reall. ty wa~ 

. cle~ly \one of sev~re limi'ts and 'in~vitable compro~ise. ' 

, , /kowever ~ ide010gy~-~~ m~tter ~ow "pOwe'r:f'Ul-:"i'S 
1 • • I),~ • -

not synonymouà 'wi th absolùte re.aJ.i tY,. . b'ary Kelley 

'wrltes in woman'~ Bein!. Woman's Place. 

" 

Woman neither' totally' fui.filled the~ ~t~reotype , " 
nQr remained completely immune· trom i t's '" ' 
dictates. Ins1:ead. the relationship ,bet'Ween,' 
p~egcripti~~ and, behavior was ~,exi:raordinar1ly, 
complex one which varied'with individual' ~d 
hiatorical circumstances. Equüly importan1:, •• ,_ 
.omen' were not only affected by, the process ot,," 
socialization, 'but they aftected that process ' 
as ;tell. - I~ sl\ort, wOJIlen warEt àctive partici- , 

, 0 ' penta as weIl as passive recipients ,in the 

, . 
.. 

, \ (. 
. elaboration of cul ture,.12 " " 

: 1 \ 

. ' 

.. 

One immediat,e byproduçt of sexual and social ideology 

was' that, an increas~' number of wom~n bègan te perceive 
1 t .. , • .. • ,; ~ 

themselves as a' speci:f',lc group, a ti~s:t âtep -~" social' .' . ,. 

con'sciousness. fJ Women ,,81so became '.are ,àt ne'w ~e~', ' 
" ....." 1 C 

of social responsibility, t'his reàlization ',in' part _' ' 
~ ~ . \ \. . 

" • l ' 

~temming frem'ideological concepts ot, female 'moral'$uperi~ 

'o~i ty. ±ndeed~ sincè the true womanhood ,presc;ipt'1ons 
" " " J • ' 

, -
w~re so innately cbntradicto:7;Y. both feminfsts and 

, , 1 

al)ti,-feminists ,col,lld support', i ta t!=!net$. .Ànti-f~ini~tà 

};lad only to follow the' cOde-, to ther letter; femi'nists 

èubverted ~ther 1ts i;reconcilable self~refutat{ons, 
m~v~g into ~he pUbiic's;here and begi~ing pr~atic 
l '. t r ... . ~ 

_ ,aoc;al re'forms und~r the guise of: spiri tu al and ethfcal 

f '.' : 'g1.\a:f.dianship.; One; tenet, '.howe:vez;, that 'even ftminists 

could not maintain waS the ~ouble standard, and the subor­

~ 
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dination of women :to )nale interests and deslres. '~his 
, .' 

cQnf~ict between. selt-compromise 'and self-realization , . ' 
" 

l' 
. " 

obtains to the present day and' offers' incitem:nt ~o 

both. conservative and 'r~ical feminist movemen~s. 
. " 

" \.) \ 1 

For the majori ty of women, howevè'r, the mNths' 
l' \ J 

of male supr.emacY and feminin~ submid$iveness' were and 

arè' deeplY ernb~dded' as conscious'and nonconscious id~ol- I~ 
.t .. , 

T \. • 

ogies and are oril.y too .evident in social and his'toricâ.l , • t.! 

. ,­. ' ... 

. . 
.1 -.' 

'. 

, . 

, , 

, . 

, .' 

, , 

l' 

" . . 

, ' 

reali ty. ~andra and 'DaryJ. Bern in, their "Case St.ùdy of' 
" , , 

a Nonconscious, Ideology. Training the Woman to Know 
~ .... A ""., \ r ' .. 1 

lier Place" speèulate tha't beliefs and ât-ti tudes abou~ 
~ l ~ -. , . 

womeh held by both: men and' women mak~ up the Most per-
, • " ~ .\tl 

.:vasive nonconscious ideology in Am~rica and that at the 
,-. " ..... \. .. .. .. 

roo~ of, th~s !lonconsciousness' i~ the - inabili ty 110_ con-
.. l '" r 

ceptualize alternate social reali tiea or world viewé. 14 
, \ l " ' • , " 

Yet some :wome-n. 'did attàtn a deep' q~nsçi~usness of seX'Ual 

and' social i~eolagy, 'a' p'rotound' 'awaren~ss: of cataclysmiè . 
• ,Il) • 

. : social ch~ge and the consequent reordering 'of values . , 
and power. And, _simultaneously, patriarcha;L society , ' 

" ~\I' 

waS quite aware o~ the subversive power of. these womèn 

anong whom stand ChOP~' ~d Wharlon. 
, , 

, Barbar", W'el ter insists that "no matter what later 

authori ties claime~, ~he nine'teenth century knew ~hat ' 

girls could be ruine d' by a book •••• B,ooks which attacked . , 

. ,or seemed to attack womàn' é accepted place in society 
• r J 

, ( 

were regandêd as equally p'angerous ... 15 Helen Papashvily 
, 

in~ AIl the Happy Endin?,s has argued that domestic ,and 
l' 
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sentimentàl fi-ction--for example, Fanny Fern' s Ruth Hall-­

'Ras a tirst literary reacticin against and subversion of 

true womanhood id:eolOgy~~6 However, sentimental 

n,~velists, if for no other reason than to remain mar­

ketable, Ïnaintained romantic and tinally tradi tional 

views: of social roles and expectations. It is not unt!l 

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

... 'Rere ·,offered the cle arly dangerous works of the na."., 
\ . 

. 
" 

social realists and critiés who defied the social givens, 

the received ideas, and the reactionary beliet in magically 

happy endings., In these works, as Virginia Woolf sug­

gested by her own, case, women wri tars kill.ed the Angel in 
< • , 

the House in themselves and levelled a cont,inual barrage 

'o~ words against ideological angels in their fiction. 17 

Just so did-Chopin's 'and Wharton's books, for 
-

their works were portr~als of women within their soci-
r ' , , 

eties doing b attle wi th both ideological theory and 
\> 

" , 

practiee. 'Theire is.a fiction of limits, an exploration 

of the aby~ses of 's~litude, alienation, and death which 

enclose ,fomen at odds wi th their worlds. Florence 

'Nightingale, no feminist but no angel ei ther, \'frote in 

her ·"Cassandra" 1 

Women dream till they bave no longer the strength 
to dream, those dreams' againet which they so 
struggle, so honestly, vigorously, and conscien-, 
tiously, and so in vain, yet which are their 
lite'. ",i thout which they coul.d not have li ved J 
those dreams go at last. AlI thetr plans and 
visions seem vanish$d, an~ they knqw not wher$, 

~ 

, 
\ 



" 

" 

" 

( 

, ' . 
" 

gone and tl'iey cannot recall them. They do not 
even remember them. ~d they are left without 
the food either of reality or of hope~l~ 

By representing in d~tail the dre'ams, ideological 
, , 

beliefs, and social realities of women, Chop~> and . 
Wharton offered readers both cri ticism of what was and 

imp~icit 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 warks which speak of and to this 

purpose., 
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Source Book (New Yorkl G.P. Putnamis Sons, 1977) to 
understand the perl asiveness of sexual and social the9ries 
of oppression and subordination in western culture. 

- _ 2 A more,mo em example of sexist ideology used 
to justify economi and social ~nequality between the 
sexes for the good of capitalist society as a whole is 
the rebirth of tru womanhood as the post-World War II 
feminine mystique. Again women were forced out of the 
public sphere and ack to the private, including the 
new world of subur la. Even more recent--and mor~ dan­
gerous-- is the pr motion of total womanhood and the 
concerted efforts in the U.S. by such groups as the 
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CH AP,'ŒR FOuR 1 KATE 'CHOPIN'S SOCIAL F.I'CTION 

Introduction 

, .The social. world of Chopin's-and Wharton's works 
- , , 

is ~ne in a etate of, transition and upheaval, a society 

simul taneously frozen in i ts p'ast and ostensibly certain 

of lts futUre àuthority. The writers' ability to 

perce ive and argue both sides of the social evolution 
, . 

issue reveals a: hist'orical"perspicaei ty arld a social, 

consciousness unmatc,hed by the majqri,ty' of their contem-
. ' 

poraries •. In particu~ar, their portrayals o:f women in , ~ , 

their relationships ,to men. to each o~h~r,,, and to' their 

social world are literally nonp~eil for ~neir time. 

Kate Chopin' s fletional world' encompasses the 

19th century South--New 'Orleans te st. Louis--and ls 
, ''''~c..._ 

- one contemporan~.ous wi th her' life'. She is wri ting" 

then, of enormo~s transm,ogrificationr -;he pre-capi­

talist, 'patriarchal. plan~ation economy built on slavery 

giv:Lng way to 1.ndustrialization', of the land and econo-
, -

mie .assimilat.lo~ ~f the South into a post-Civil, War 

"Uni ted" state buil t on a new class syst'em and b aSed, 

i~ p~~ on the'r~tantion 'of a lar,ge working class and 

the; sUbordinat,ion of w<?me,n' of all élasses. In addition, 
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she depicts e~erienced social stratification--fpr 

e~ple, the social, economic, and sexual ;egregat1on 

" of Crèoles, ~cadians, poor whites. frontiersmen, new 

money Sautherners, and blacks in the South--aa bath 

'reali~ and raot of individu al' and collective ·aliena-

tion.: 

Her 'South ia not the romat,tic vision put for1:h 
-" 

_by many of he~ contemporary regionalist ~ritersJ instead, 

the rea! Metamorphoses occurring in her time stand as 

constant background and touchstone to her major themel 

the emergent selves of womendefying the social and ideo­

logical securities and strictures of the old south, 
" ;.. 

jVdg~g' amd'being judged br the ldeplogicàl parameters 

of the true womanhood code. Chopin wr,i tes across 'class 
.... 
and color lines effect! vely portrayitlg v'irtually' every 
'. , 

Southern "tyPe." but she, like Wharton,. tocussêd in her < 

major works on her own class and sexl Creole or upper. ' 

middle-Q~ass society and the position of ~Qmen within it. 

The ideology of true womanhood is' as basi.c to heF work 

a$ women are central ta society.' 
'. 

The cU,l t of dome sticity ,and true womanhood 

,outlined in t,he last chapter was p~ticularly ~xaggerated 
'" ' 

in the antebellum South. As histori~ Anne Firor Scott 

points out, l'Women, like slaves, were, an intrinsic part 

of the patriarchal dream."l 'Plantation life necessi-

:',If ,jated hierarchic 'systetnization of al~ soc)..al relation-': 
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ehlps':'-master/mistress ta slave, man ,to woman .. -as well as 

ideQ~ogical justification for ruling class practices. 

Again, the Ideal Southern ~oman was notO just a distortion 
,'.r " 

of male demands but a re alistic construct of immense 

,value to the p atri archy • Yet, ta cite Scott againl 
1 

.. ', "Motherhood, happy famil.ies, omnip.otent men, satisfied 

slaves--all were' ~ssenti al parts ot the image oi the 
, "-" 0 

' .... 

. , 

," 

organic patriarchy. ,In ,none of these a,reas did the image .. 

-' ac~urateJ.y depict the whole" re ali ty ... 2 F~r most women,' 

'. lite was extremely limi ted, circumscribed wi th in the 
~ , 

domestic'spherè which included the maintenance of sla-

very. Even so, ,the !v~iance ~tween ldeO'lOgiCal ab'strac";" 

t.1.on and actual re ali ty could' not remain unchallenged as 

long as slavery was at the, root of ~hE!, doctrine.. Again., 

, ',', th.e moral"double st~4ar~ espo~sed by ,true .womanhood 

tenets proved'the irrèconci~able contràdiction betwe~n 

. , 

G' 

~ " ~ 

the~ry and àocial practlce, and, in particular, "~i~ce-

genati-on wiS th~ fatal ':f'law in the p'at~iarchai doctrine ... 3 
- , ' ' , v 

, ft!al,~ ~e~~ prac~i.ce~ ref'utec1 thë se~(l hierar~hy\~eaking 
,doWn tl}e 'distinction between woman and .slàve. ~urther-

, " 

'more, >if woinen,'we~e~ ~o act'"out fully -their role as mor2J. 

'and .spiritual guardians., th~Y could -su~port, sli;lV.ery .... ~, a' ' 

", SY.'stem ot .labor. 9ut not as ,a system ~f. oppression. For 
J .. ~ • 

, examp~e, Harriet Be~c~y .. Stowe' s Uncle To~' s ,C.abin, or. 

Lit'e Among the Lowl:\l: stands as a 1Jl00del for the true 
. , 

:womanhood lfterary response to unehri~stian acta but not 
~ ~ .' , .' l , 
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labor. Ch9Pin 'evoked the. 9 sJ.avery ·issue and W'Oman' 8 
• 

r~sponse te it in severaJ. stories--notably ~Désir'e's , . 
, . 

Baby" and "La Belle Zoralde't--but in general, '~speci:f'ic , . 

.. ,» , 

, fict.ion' to larger' phiJ.osophical issues made comprehen-
1 ,\ ~ 

~ 

, ' 

t:1ibJ.e by their individualization; Chopin éorrectJ.y saw 
, , 

. that for women--qf any color--life in 'the antebellum 
r' ' ç,:-'" 

, . 
md P?stbellum Sou~h was net that different. . The 

" 

strug~le against cultural imperatives st111 obta1ned. 
, " 

, Cyntl\,i.a' Grif:f'in WeU:f', in her "Kate Chopin and 

the Fiction of itmi~s. " f 'Desiree 1 s Baby, 1 .. -points this . 
out in general terms. 

A majori ty of' Chopin' e fictions ~é~ set in 
worlds "where stabili ty or permanentee i8 a . 
precarlous' etate. change la always threatened 
--by the vagaries of impassi~e fate, by the 
&seaul ts of potentially ungovernable individual 
passions. or' merely by the inexorable passage 
of' 'time. More generally; we might say that l 

" ,Chopin con~trues existence as necessarily 
uncertain.Lf. 

More' spe~iflcally and reinterpreting Wolff, we can see 

that because Chopin chose to portray women schoeled in 
, " 

"piety, purlty and passlvity, she could not ,have produced 

anything ether than a fiction of limita and, in many 

cases, of deteat. Social and sexual ideology which .had 
" 

never !ully acknowledged the self-will and persenal as-
, 

pirat~on of women could only pro~e more alienatlng 'to 
" 

the individual faced wi th the shifting reali ty of the 
<>, 

• 1 

" 
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c)ld patri~oh~ order giving VI~ to ft! modern, amoràl. 
, . 

'Wor~d whieh :still maintained eontradictory patriarp~àl 
l ' 

doctrines eoncerning womert. .As Wo~f:f, writes of Chopin, 

••• what she!sees i~'the ominous ,and insistent 
presenèe of the margina ,the ineseapable f.act. 
that even our MoSt vital moments must be ex­
pe;-ienced 'on the boundary ... -alwa,Ys, threatel'ling' 
to slip away trom us into sème:tl:ting alse, llito 
some dark.~ undefined c~ntlngency • .5, . 

Irideed. in Chopil1' s wcirld view and fiction, the ,mini- , 

JIlaliz ation ot women' s ~i ves and" de sires and the' con­

sequent alienation of individual.s wi thin and' t'rom their - . 
social col~ectives become the ,'central issue, the 

boundaries Sl.1:.ddenly brought -into sharp~ clear focus. 

I. Eàrly Short ,Storiesi First Womep. 
( 

AS several. criti,cs have prJinte~ out, Chciipin' s 

earl,iest stories effectively delimi t a rang'e of responses 

to womanhood id-e,ology and off'er characteriz ationa of 

woÎnen that will inform her entire opus. There ia, in 

other words, a direct link be1:ween her earl~est complete 
, , 

story "Emancipation. A Life Fable" (ca. 1869-1870) and 
"\ '1 ~",;;::,,'J' 

The Awakenlng (1899 h Chopin begins and el?ds wi th work-s 

that dare and defy, simultaneously deconstructing roman­

i;ic rebellion and elucidating the pragmatlcs and pen~­

ties of actual indlviduaJ. rev~l t against society. The 

stories written by early 1891 set ,out in microcosm the 

grander pattern jof Ch.opin' s 11 terary cexplorations and 

effectively introduce all her work and the reignlng 
-,. 

( . 
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concerne wi thin, the aw~~ning 'of ~oman to her true 

seli' ( or selves) and the abysse s of 'solitude and aliena-' 
.,' . , ' 

tion in which the self wanders in ner quest for ful­

fillm,ent. 

Chopin' s women are not as e asi+y compartmental.ized , 
as Wharton' sa not for her the -straigh.tforward portrayaJ; 

af ideologically stereotypical women-':'martyr, mistresii, 

masterpiece. However, Chopin does make up her· own con­

tinuum of females responding to ideology', woman as "true 
.r-- ' 

woman," a seemingly helpless being Who has purpose only 

in relationship to and wi th men; wcman as outsider, an 

artist of a new world view; woman as dual self, a fema.l.e 

who precariously' balances between submission and self-

will. 6 _ 

However, Chopi'n :t'irst created a patently romantic 

response to entrapment, a rebellion that is neither 

willfui ravol t nor, indeed, female or hurnan in body or 

sauli Nonetheless, ')ven though i t can be read as female 
, .-JI 

adolescent wish-fulf~lment, the animal and animalistic 

fable of "Emancipation" cannot be denied i ta importance 

to Chopin 1 s development. -This e arly work acte as contrast 

andkernel for The Awakening1 further, i t offers the sen­

timentalist and romantic response to life that Chopin 

will reconstruct, -analyze. and then destroy in her later 

fiction. 

In "Em~cipation. A tife Fable," an animal bom 

.' 
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and bred, in' a cage moves t'rom aatisfied. solipsistie . , 
exist~nce, t~ isolation in and partial S!onsciousness of a ' 

larger world. Th~ male animal while entrapped is nur­

t~ed b; fi an invisible, protecting h~d" 7 and believes 

himself to be the, center ,o~. the universe t· the hand that 
" 

:t'eeds him 'and the light that warms him exist, he believe:s, 

on~y for those purposes. By chance his cage door .la le ft 

o:pen. Sinee he is a "pet" animal and also a creature 

-wi thout knowledge or consciousn.e as, he cannot ei ther c1:ose 
. . 

,the door or igllorè' i ts intr.usion into hie world, more . 

and more_"Light lt (37) shines in on hlm until he leap's, 

out into i t. still wi thout eonsciousness of his t~e -

se~f. fi heedless that he ia wounding and tearing his? sleek 

i () 1. i s des"' 37, he rushes into _the world and exper ences a 

sudden and dangerous sensuoue awakening. He Is no longer 

kept ,and cossetted but must now, seek his own eustenance 

~d diecover his own substance. Despite his isolation 

and suf1'ering, tHe animal r..emains in the wor Id l " the 

c'age remains forever empty 1 ft ()8) 

. Chopin' s moral ia clear. one mus.t live in the 

~ worl.d and' be of i t, one must discover a sel! in body 

(the ,senses) and mind (Light) even though tha:t 'quest èe 

painful and, at :t'irst, disillusioning. However, Chopin' a 

romantic means toward t)lis radically open-ended statement 

are ~learly unequal. The first t'alse note whieh points 

to her Iack of' autho>ri~ se~t-consciousness and :ph~lo-

~ . 
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sophical maturity i5 the chosen ~orm rôr.her self-ex-
, 

p~essionl the allegorization of her cl.ear concerns--en-

trapment "i thin . a society and al.ienation from a true 
,II 

sel.f'--and the' distanciation of sex and species, both', qf 

'which formalize, sen~imëntalize, and undermlne her social. 
• If 

cri tique. The emphasis pl'aced on purel.Y animali.stic or 

sensuous self-knowledge also clo~ds' he~ visiontot re: 

bel.lion. the animal primarily moves t:rom selfishness ,:to. 

limi ted consciousness' despi te' Chopin' s" attèmpt ta 'indi-
l ':' 

cate the emergence of total sel:f'hood (consc'ioueness ot' 

mind and bOdy rather than body spl.i t trom lI1ind). 
.,;­

Further-

'more,' that the, '''revol tH ot her' brute ~an~agonist ,is effected 

'Qy accident romantici;es ,the' ~d~al proce~s of coming to 
, , 

conscl.ousness, making of i t. a 1ï;tanc'e and momentary leap 
• , ~, .,( - . t trom '81'1 accepted and gOOd~lJ.CJ.osure to an acçep ed and 

\ ' ' 

better "Unknown" (37) •. Final;J.y--and to be expected trom , , 

so young a writer--such an em-ancipation is rewarded, ~d 

even.' sUf'l"ering is ameliorated by the' .. seeking, finding, ' . 

j oy ing" (J8) of' the anim al' s c6n 1; inued j ourney t~rough -

lif'e. Chopin' "as clearly ·awaz;e oT .the power of 'noncon- -

scioushess implicitly rev.eàled in the protected lif'e of 

a nurtured pet and sympathetic to de'fiance. HOwever, 

she was· not yet able ta relucidate the dialectical tension 

between sÙbm,ission and rebellion, the proces,s' of coming' 

to consciousness which informs and is The Awakening. 

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

:t'ocus on ideological conflict has been set down. Having 

.. 
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once'romantiçized "the Btru~gle for Be~ood, Chopin would 

hereafter deromanti~ize ideologlcal entrapment md meti­

'cUlou~ly disclos~ the individua1's slow crawl toward " 

tru~ self and, in ,Ch~pin's world view, into the abysses 

of " so'li tlide ~d ,al.ienation'. . 
! 

Three' ?f her eàrli~st '~tori~~' flesh out in tamaie 
• ' ,;> l ' 

charac:er,s ,her f"irst, ,brutal r,eading pt individual Vii ~hin 

~d wJ thout society. All are buil t jupon the -ideology of ' 

true womanhood 1 each is 'strlkingly dissimilar in i ts 

pOl;"tr~al ~f wom~ reaching tow~d,/ S~lf"-COns~iousness. 
"A 'rfo-Account ,éreole," first wri tlten as "Euphrasie" iri 

/ . 
• t'888 and rewri tten in 1890 and in January-February 1891, 

rèveals a WOlnan,within the tra.d.itional, patriarchy. 
1 • 

"W,lser 'l'han a GOd," wri tten in' June 1889, dr'aws th~ world 

, . 
, . 

, - 1 
of the woman as artiste If A Ppint at Issue 1", wri tten in 

-' '. . . 
August 1889, examines the woman as divided self desirous 

of bath aelf-fulfillment and' union wi th another: 

Chopin' s renaming of" "Euphrasie" as "A No-Account 

Creole" p.erhaps best reveal.s her theme and self-con­

sciousness, in the negative sense,' as a writer. llthough 

EuphraSie is the center of the story, she is, like the 

animal in "Emancipation, If a paragon of" pasllJi vi tY. 

De spi te Chopin' s female all.egiance, i t must have seemed' 

obvious finally to bath edi tor and wri ter that a ti tle 
- , -

indicating the agent of the plot would be more acceptable 

to conventianal, ideologically bound readers. 
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Euphrasie inadvertent~y instiga:tes the action and 

Qont~ict detailed in the stopr when she wri te.s her 

tather t a New Orle ans creditors about the sorry shape of . 

their plantation. She does not do this out o~ sheer 

will~ulness but ~or the s~e of dut y , justice, and 

perhap's a bit of e'xcitemeflt. In 8rJ.y case, this a.otion 

takes place before the storj l'roper begins: The con:fl.ict l ' 

, , ' 

and drama del'1ct,ed la, for the ma st part, between 

.Euphrasie' s. two menl Placide Santien', ~he darkly 

l;landsome, violent Creole of the second ti tle.; 'and \'l'ùl.ace 

Offdean, the "well.~clipped and groomed~ Il 8 ccio~ credi1lcor. 

Who will win Euphraaie is the ce.ntral questiop,; the ap­

posi teness of the two men is the dramatic mechan±sm ot 

the tale. Euphrasie is at the center ai' the' con!lict, 

ye:t she doè s not moye nor i~ she particul.arly- moved or 

moving as a character. A dutiful daughter. atudent, 

plantation mistress, she wishes onl.y ~o becOn}e a dutii'ul , 

wife. She is f'irst affianced ta, P~acide 1 it ls an 
~ 

obviou:::, union, and he loves her. Al. though she ia at-

tracted to Wallace, and he to her, she ls content to 

!ultil.l. her obligation to Placide. In short, Euphrasie 

believes in the ideologilcal preçept that a wOTnan' s fate 

resta in man and ia e!fected by men. 

Indeed, Euphrasie would be taken care of weIl by 

these two men. Placide prepares assiduously for the 

moment he ia ta bring her to his plantation home. 

.' 
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Wallace" i.il turn, proff,erfiJ her a better plantation when 

he offera his hand.' She can choose, ot course, only one 

~d that one has alteady been named, a tact which 

Wallace ls oblivious- to until. she bl.urts i tout at his 

proposal. While Chopin ineorporates passages on lov~ 

_ ~d romance within the tex~, it becomes elear at this . ( 

p'oin.:t oi disclo~ure that Chop~'s s'tory ls, tinally, not 

about love but about honora not Euphrasle' s sense of , 

honor which' ls touched upqn as being somehow tainted 

, beeause she kissea a marV-1he doesn't love, not Placlde'e 

honor which w.ould be inetilted by Wallace' a behavior had , , 
j • 

Wallace acted knowingly agains"t him. not Wallace' B honor 

sinee he has been done no will.ful wrong. Chopin' B oaten-
1 

sible subject lB male honor toward women, ,or as Wallace 

-tells Placide, "The way to love a woman· ia to think tiret 
, ' 

-
o:f her happinees" (101). So, when Placide jilts Eûphrasie, 

. 
he' proves doubly honor-ablea he leaves the door open for 

Walla;ce r he saves Euphrasie, as she makes clear, from the 

sin of hàving to make love to the wrong man (102). 

Final.~y, the l~t H action" of the storY ie telling. 

- Wallace asks Euphrasie if he can return 'to her, and ehe 

saye nothing. " He ~ellS hef that if she doe's ~ sp,eak, he 

will lmow he can return. ~a1n, she say's nothing. It is \ 

clear, then, that she la ~ "truelt W'oman, one who does 

nothing yet all coines to her. She ia one of Chopin' s few 
'\, 

perteet Southern belles~ women who would keep to thelr 

place al.though it meSll the ruina,tion of their souls. 
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It la interesting that this story takes "Eman­

cip,tion" one step further wi thout f'reeing i tself' com­

pletely of romantic melodramatics. Here the do or to 
" 

Euphr'asie'a senaes ia opened 'by Wallace, here the way 

for Wallace to wi:n Euphrasie ls made clear by Placide, 

who merely fo~lo'Ws Wallace's advice. In both actions, 

the power comes from wi thout Euphrasie--notably, trom 

men. Most striking ia that Euphrasie' s nonconsciouaness 

"of he~ own power--over men, over her own f'ate--never 
1 

changes, never become,s even a partial. 'consciousness, 

remains marginal throughout the plot. Yet the trace of 

- Euphrasie' s power and, the tac.,ç th~t her passi vi ty masks 

an Inner torment reflect Chopin' s oWn authorial passivi-

ty and de sire. The readBr ls made aware, even in this • 
conventional tale, that. surface does not necessarily 

reveal substance 1 the assumption that silence equates 

with acquiescence need not be true. That Chopin will, 

later offer detailed portra;yal of the ideological.ly true 

woman who speaks of and to her situation, notably in 
" 

her characterization of Adelle Ratignolle in The Awak­

ening, suggests that aven in her earliest and seemipgly 
, . ~ , 

most conventional tictlon, 'Chopin was sUbtly subversive, , 

if' not speaking cle arly her di~contentr or dî'sbelief, at . . 

1.e ast .murmuring the Bame in her submerged te:xt. 

"Wiser Than a God" presents the highly dramatic 
? 

and at' times also melodramatic moment of cris~B in the 

liie of pianist Paul-a Von Stoltz 1 she must cpoose 

'. 
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between the oall of art and the-""'Call br love. Again, 

Chopin draws the mirtéJ./body spli't, this time, however, 

wi thout recourse to fabular concei t or marri age, Chopin 

will al.low no conventiohal compromise l',lere. It ls' 

mildly astonishin:g to read Paula' s refusal of George 

Brainard's proposal. At the same time, it is not unex­

pected, at the end, to see Paula rewarded :t'or her show of 

will wi th the admiration of Professor Max Kuntzler, t'her 
, -

teacher in harmony."9 

Chopin' s revelation coupied wi th th..e unconven­

tional resolutièn and conventional conclusion ie that of 

Paula' s character, the pragmatlc but de.termined artiste 

Paula ls neithervt1Îé dile'ttante nor the starving bohe-

'-

mian (characterization~ seen in Wharton' s eimilar art versus 

marriage stories). It ls true that she stands outslde of 

high society 'because of her art. she produces on demand 

what George Brainard' s class desires. M,ore important, 

however, is the fact that ~he ls socially al.ien\~ted 

because of her class, ~ationali ty, and-:-by the story' s 

Middle point--her solitude. 

Desp~te_ ~his negative background--neithér wel~~h; 
'nor communlty--Faula perceives herseU as a selt-ful:t'illed 

and âelf-fulfillihg individual. George' s marrlage pro-
1 

posal necessarily places the call of womanhood above that 

of artiste Paula's rejectlon reveals her determination 

to 'àupport herself, ' al.bei t through temporary comP:romise 
, t, 

of her full aspirations,. and to produce art but not to be 

... ' 
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consumed by i ta' buyer's (a 'decieion strikingly similar to 

Chopin' s case). She ia a woman artist who addresses her 

mental powers to the realization o~ deep desirea to 
," 

speak her body through her art~ In the story, she comes 

to ~derstand t'ully the opposi ion and interrelationship 

of illusion and reali ty. sen~i ent and ,emotion, desire 

and need. Paula ohooses to follow the purpose of her 

life even though she he deemed ,. a mad woman" (46) by' 

George and his ilk. By the conclusion, i t ie clear that 

the' narrator/au'thor, not one of George' s world, believe's 

Paula ta be wiser 'than a gode 

Foreshadowing another important subtext 'in ïh! 

Awakening. Chopin here ,also'goes beyond stereotyplcal 

romance to effect a separation of male attitudes toward 

v ,wbmen. In brief ~ Chopin at this point portrays men as 

either friends or lovers, companions or husbands. Chopin 

in ,turn sets out female responses to the ideological ? 

" 

roles called into question. women either become wives 
------ - --- -

and ln;others--as George' s unnamed "pret"ty li ttle black-eyed, 

fairy~ (43) does, eschew1ng even the mundane art ,she Ap­

preciates--ô~ exiles--as Paula becomes when she purposely 

moves to Europe. Of course, Chopin 'suggests that one 

might have the hest of both worlds--harmony in every 

sense of the word--but i t ia not wi thin the story i tsèlf. 

Peula's abySS of solitude ie sweetened by her eventual 
1 • 

renown and Max' s presence in her life. We' are. not, how-,". 
-. 
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tver, 'lad to be~ieve that her self-exi~e ia any less 

real and painfu.l. Chopin maltes clear that women lov-e~ 

'but ··for the ~alvation of their selves, they cannot .allow 

themselves ta live out that love. Such will be the 

dilemma f'acirig Edna Pontelllerr Buch will be the lite 
<', 

choice of' Mademoisel~e Reisz in The Awakening. 

In .. Â Point at Issue '" Chopin f'urther compli­

cates the theme of pure intellect in conf';l.ict· witl:1 pure 

emotion as well as her neat bifurcation of male roles. -----

Charles Paradai. a mathematics professor, meets student 

Eleanor Gail. is tirst physically attracted. to her. and 
Q 

then cornes to perceive har ~ "his id~al. woman, ,,10 .. a, 

logical woman" (49). In short, she shatters his first 
, ",\, 

expectations-- u an adorned picture ot woman as he- had 

known her" (49)--and becomes the new ",oman of whom he 

has heretofore only dreamed. Peréelving ner as his 

~deaJ. equal, hè would be both friend and lover, beyond 

ideological constraintsa 

Marriage was to be a 'form, that while, fixing 
legally their relation to each other, ~as in 
no wise te touch the'individuality of ~it.herr, 
that w~, to 1;>e preaerved intact. Each was ta 
rem:àfn a fr.~e integral of humani ty. t re spons ible 
te no dominating exactions of so-called mar­
riage làws. And the element that was to make 

\ possible such a union was trust in each other' s 
love t henor, courte sy, ,tempered by the reserving 
clause of readiness ta meet the consequences 
of reciprocal liberty. (50) 

Eleanor whelly acquiesces ta this, finding 

Charles equaJ.ly ideal. although in ditf'erent Ways. 

Charles ls notabl.y conservative, is a man of reason 

, , 
" 
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, 1 ~ 

l, 
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,deâpite his desire to make a d:ifferent'ld.,nd of union. 

He is a secure member of society and aoa.de~ia. E)eanor, 
',' 

"on the oth~r hand," is the true revolutionary de spi te 

her decision to be t at first, .J.ed by, Charl~Strn, an 

"inte-llectuaJ. existence" (50). She is outsidè"~his es­

tablished world but ls also determined ta remain free of 

".public notice" (48). She is weary of compromising 

. social proprieties and instead wishes her union to 

~ ___ ' "_ =-===- _~ffect "the satis:fying consciousness of roaming the 
Î~" 1 

. 
" .. , 

, [ 

( 

heights of t'ree thought, and tasting the sweets, of a , " 

-
'spiritual emanc~pation" (48). For her, solitude and 

contemplation are to .,be transf'onned into intercourse 

and revelation. For him, . the best of 90th wor~ds 
"-, 

remains. .And it is this incompatibility between thê~~ 

worlds of men and of women--ideology of wOl!lanhood, fi- -;"", 

nally--that ruptures their new marriage and destroys 

[7 Eleanor. 

Both ostensibly live up their pact. E~eanor 

staya in Fran~~ after their honeymoon to perfect her 

French; Charles returns to the university. The differ­

enee of view, however, ia immediately obvious. Eleanor 

progre sae s J Char 1e's regre sse s. She surrounds hersel.f 

with ~.ooks and throw:s hersel!' into a new world, Charles 

returned te his old one. "to his duties at the univer-

sity, and ,resumed his bachelor existence as quietly as 

though i t had been interrupted but by the interval o~ 

a dav." (51). Eleanor sees them as two selves wi th one 

, 
• ~l -

-, 
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, ,Charles, returns no1: ~mly to his se cure , s1:aid world. ~ 
" - 1 

, 1 _ 1 

, but he 'also begins tb act and' communicate as one deepl.y 
, 

, entrenched wi thin society. He Is. attracted to ano'ther 

wo~an and writes E.leanor of. her, knowing himseJ.f' 11,h'a1:' 

th!s lis Just social. flirtatlon and ego-gratit'ica1:ion. 

,Bleahor, since 4 she lives oütside society and is Utlmiare 
't ft' 

of Charles' metamorphosis into' h:1ls social sel!. assumes 
, 

their pact has begun in e arne st 1 they are 11 ying, an . 

open marriage. And she folloWs sui t. When they re-
. " 

" uni te severa.! months later, i t becomes cle ar t4a1: th.ey" 
, , 

can no longer communicate' but that ne! ther ~derstands 

or wishes to comprehend why. 
\ 

Charl.es' true possessive nature has, b~ 1:he 

end" come to the forel he has not thought it out, b~t 

"he. began to wonder if there mi:gh~ not be modif1cations 
)=.<. 

, "-
to this mari taJ. liberty of which he was 80 staunch an 

. ad""oca1:e" (.56). B~eanor has also .sUrrendered her in­
~ 

tel'lec1: to her emotionsJ she reveals l 

CharU!s 

• l have been over the whole ~ound myseJ.f, 
over and over, but i t is useJ.eoss.· l have· 
round that there are' certain things which a 
wOmar1 c'an' 1: phiJ.osophize abo • anyj more 'than 
she can abo 'death when 1 touches that which 
is near t'o ert' (58) . . 

and remains d'eluded 

in th'a ënd,. however, he .108es ne~ther self l;lor Other. 

Q , r 

.1. 

... 

" '! love her none the le ss tor i ~, bu1: my Nelliè i8 onJ.y 
, .' é. ' 

.\ 

L ). 
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a woman, ·~:ter' al:l"" (58l. Eleanor exploree her self 

and ~r~veal~ i t. to Charles, ,yet pt doing sO', ahe surre,n­

de~s herself to him and can'no longer philosophize about 
l ' 

1 

her own S!!lt deatha '! ';r think, nothlng' ... ( 58 ) • 

Chopin here" oléarly delimita the boundaries of 
se)ÇÙa1 and social ideology and elaborates the resul t of ' 

.. l" , 

Shè ,reveals a possible t;ùternativ~ to .' . 
" , , , 

patr~archal oonvention and 'then how impossible, at least 

in, this case, it ls to attain. ,Close examination of her 
, ' , 

charaetér development, furthèr,réveàls-t~at it' ia the 

, ~b()'und~';~~ of a woÎn-an' s life 'th.at are the, ,p~in~s at l " 

"issue. ' -Charles is t'rom beginriing t.o end at the aeoure 

, center, of the societal web. Eleanor who b'egms almo'st 
, . 
.' . 
beyond it and who attémpts to' retom its boundaries by 

" l " , " ' , , ' 

lier 'very acj:' of,living is ,finally brought into the . ," ' . . ... . 
i .-

" ' • " l ' 1 

center' aS well', àhe beeomes not Charles,' as he t-oman-,' 
" , 

'tlôiz<e's,' ~u~ 'me'rely 'his _~h~OW and th~ 'shell of her, 
,J '. 1 

. , . ,. . . ' 

.~ , true ~selt ~ , The mind/bQdy spl! t, se,eh ,in the tiret story 

" 'is re .. 'enaoted, but' this time ,the 'mind ,is surrendered, . ", . 

'" th~', ~~r ,~eli- lo~t thr~ug~ capi tuJ.~ion. ' For Chopin" 
'. l'" l • ~ , ~ ~ 

,l, a;t th~-à '.P~i.Ilt, 'ther~ is on;y:' pe~s~istic reali~; the.­

,~'- .' ',tàble . 'and roman~e~ of ner- ~arl~er work are' crit:iqued .. ...." . ~ , ~ ~ 

~ ~"".., - \ ..1 .... - ", ~ 

, , " bY,this st.ory. and i:l~uminateë:i' .. · And except r~ those 
~ • J.' ,"'" J. ' _. - Il .: \ 

:, ' ,,': " " "torlis' where'iri 'Chopin falÛ3 back on myths ând mel.odràm~, 
.... ' _, ~' 1:- -. _ \' ~ ~ ". ' .. _ ~ _ , 

,1: o •• ' '~'.r' 't~Elr~ .'w:i~l be, Il'o,'mot'~ àim~le hap'p~ en,diqgS~ .Cl1,~p~n,.-' 
, .. ".- - .. ,,{-

.. _ ~ :eYen -if' just·-for' ,'~ l.~ terary l!l_oment, h3.d, fo~d h~ù;·-· 
~ .. . " .' -.. \ '" vo~ce.. ' ' 
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, At'Fault, written between S July lâ89 and 20 'April 
.. - - . . . , 

1'890, marks ChOP;~' s f~irst full~scale attempt at contro- " ' .. 
) .J " ~ r 

versial: oontent "expressed tlÙ'oùgh con:vention·aJ, forme 
& ~.. '.,' 't • .., 

~ ( ~ " ' 

~iike her earliest' storie~, ,t;his f"irst nov~l IiJhoWS h~r 
, .. 

artistic,artd philosophical ~evelopment as ~el~ as 'her 
Jtt , • • 

-;-~Et.oom·ings,., At- FaUl~ ls -both upe~8'eted -reve,l~tion 
.- , \ 

and partial' compromise. As with her. earlier wo~k, it 
" ~ ~'. l , 

, ls 1'.leçes~~_ .ta pay a:tention to bO~h what" ChOP~ èxpli-,' . 
o • 

; citly'says and whàt,'she cannot yet saY'but embeds 
• .. # , ~ • • 

in' her . 
• 1 ~ •• " 

" te~t.,· 1!o dQ sa" one' must pull apart' the mu~ t~ple layera ~, 
.. 

of 'her novel to gat ~t her core c~ncerns. 
_ , c 

, . '~!mPl.~,' At Fault "is a s:tory of proQlemati~ lov..e~ , 
~ ;\ " ~l ,,' 4~~-

',' 'rherese, J,àfi~e', a w-ido~ in her thirtie~~ 4'1herit's her . - ",. 

, . ·hu'sband·~' c~~ 'Rlvetp' 'p~an~ation, Pl~e~D1,.l~B,OiS. - ;hrO~~h"<, 
~ '~I'.. .... • .. • 

" ' , ' 

: S: bu~:me~s ve.nt)lÎ--è. she meets D,avid ltosmer, , à ,northeme;-~ç, 

So too.qo Grègoi~e 
• ~ " ~ " Il \ ' . l , • ~ _ 

" San tien , 0 Therese' s nephew (. and brother' o~ tl1e hot-blooded' .. , . ~ . - \ "-
Il • Q r ." '\ 0 _ _ • , ,~ • ". 1 r 1 

, Placide in ~'A, NO,-Accotint' Creole~) 3lld 'Melicent Hosm,er" ' . . ~, ~ 

OQ~ o. , ". • 

: -. ' . " b,av'~d' s si'ster ,( and, iri'éfdèritülY; an almoàt. caricatural.: 
• IJ ... .. r ..' ~ - , '. ~ • • 

" 'new ,w.oman). ': David. ~h'~~eve~', ls' divorced ~rom' an' alèo-" 

, , ':- h-oii~, ah~ hië '''';if~ "Fenn;', st'il~ ~i~eè~ ,'Th'ré's~, a' , 
~ " ; . 

., , 

- - . '; ~ 

", ' çathoiic' so~th~~er '-of the' old lIJ.,?rality, èann'ot accept 

.. ·~~w 'more,s', and, ,in ess~nce,: force~ 'D~id 't'o ,~ew~d.Fanny. .- ' 
.' . . . ' . 

, ' " " . , \ ' . 
,and 'Qring her ,,\:o Cane Riv~r so, that _Therese can h,ave -' , 

,_ ~ t. _ ~,... (l , ~,'. ~. _ -? -, • ", ';. ./ ~ •• 

, ' David with 'h~r .while, they o~tènsiblY live, out' h'e~ mor.al ' 
~ , -.JI' u ' • .,' • ~ • ~ 

, ' 

' .. , . , " ). .. .' , 

" J . 
> ~ , • , " 

.,' .fj 
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, " 

~i 

, 
,1 

c'ode by making Fanny happy. Fanny. eventually' SUCCUJDbs 
, 

ta her rweakness and, in'a purely mel.odramatic climax,. 

d%-owns. 
1 . 

Siml1arly, Gregoire 1 a and Melieent' s ~~~ir~ 

la destroyed when he kil~s a l?là.ck ,wl,lo'4has b~. down 
\ , ... J 

David' S rsawmill. That co~d-blooded murder, eveD' 'it of 
, . 

a dangerou8 te-rrorist, morally disgusts Mellcent, and 
~ ~ 

she leaves Gregoi~. Gr'goire then dies violently, 
" -

l.eaving Mellèent to grleve in her mel:odramatic tashion. 
.. 1.. • ~ • 

FinallY,' as in the' beat of all sent1:mental romances, 
, -

Th'risè and Bavid 'are marr1ed and, one assumes. ~ive 

happily eve.r atter. 

It should be evident t'rom the above that 

Chopin' S experimen'tation: ~ies·in he~ p,reinises and not 

in her conclusions. Perhaps becauae she chose to focus 

/ on such original and controversial' issues as divorce 

and the rise ot'industrial. capltalism, sne felt compelled 

~o end her various' pJ.ots wi th convenient and seemingly 

donventional conclusions--in other words, 'to 'make a 

last curtay to propriety and popular, taste. Even so, 

the revisionary intent ot her text cannot be .. denied, 

and •. inçleed,' the lti t~e of her work ls. one can argue, 

consciously ,self-reflexive. Just as the .reader ~s led , '. ~ 

to see that everyona lin the 'novel la flawad in spme . " 

,.., . crueis+. ,wey, ~o too does Chopin' suggest th'at
t 

conven-

, tional li terature and the wor~d i t· depicts 'and glori.' 
, . 

fies are dangerously a~ fault. 
, . ~ 

( . ,- , ' 

. 
'i 
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'ihe. few critica who have done 

,th~s work tend to ~aJ.yze the Most 

ittnovative level ot the textl the economic sett 

Un~ilte local colorists, Chopin is not intent on p 
:..- , J" 

a- picture ot an idyllic South. Inetead., she places her 
1 

nove'! in a post-Reconstruction South and f'ocusses on . 

the changes occurring on the land and in ~he indùst~ 

bec$se ot the arrival of Northern capitaJ.ist Methode 
~" 

" and ethics. At Paul t ia, then, a poli tical and economic 

battleground. Furthermore, as Joyce Rudde.l Ladel1son 

...rites. 

, ~ .;\. -, The dialectic is right out ot Marx. f'eudal 
power conflict~with rising bourgeois ,power, 
with the inevitable triumph ot the latter. 
The catch here is that contrary to the standard 
class conf'lict which at the highest level$ takes 
place between men, this conf'lict comb~es class 
and sex, the feudal world represented by a 
~.oman tied to an older European culture. ll' 

, , 
Therese and David, therefore, are not merely, romantic 

iptlividuals~ ~more importantly, they are m,embers of' no 

different. but now conjoined ensembles of humarl and 

econ?mic relations. Choyin' s presentation and develop­

ment·of'·characters, thus, complementarily offers 

socio-political analysis and criticism. o " 

For example, Thérèse' s world is seen, on the 
, , 

one hand, as built on ,firm: and high morals, on in.div-i-, 

': .. ' " dual s,acrif'ice 'for the common good; the" sacredness of 
- 12" , ' 

fi. trust". Therese shares wi.th other living and dé ad " 

'southerne'rs ,to uph?ld the old true way, faudà.l agrarian~sm. 
. . 
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/ , ' 
On the other hand, that Therese' 13 morality is relative 

and, Ind~ed, based on oppression of the common peop~e 

andnot always willful self-sacrifice is also shewnJ 

'grave' of McFarlane who was the historioal basis for 

Harriet Beecher Stowe "s Simon Legree oharacter' ia on her 

larid; not all her ex-sla~es. notably the rebel Je,int, are . . 
as oontent as her old mammy, M~ie Louise, is wi th their 

stats of powerlessness in her worldr more explicit'ly. 

Grègoire, her blood relative" st~ds ,as a negative exem-. 

l, plar. of Southern consoiousness. ',Similarly, David's world 

~s seen from opposing vi~wpoints. , That his true world, 
, ' 

industriaJ: capi talism, al,lowa ne~ freedom' for workers 

and· 'M!lr.len is obvipus, partioul~l~ in 'the, case of his 

, . 
,~ . '"' 
\ , 
~ , 

i 

';-
,'. '. r 

sist~r who is both a new woman an~ a 'w'oman of. leisure. 

That his system is also based on oppression and relativé' 
, . " , 

, , 

morali ty ia again made olear through the acti~s of J09~t, 

the slave's son become wage slave, through.descrlption,o'f· 

:Fanny' s bourgeois, morally corru,pt friends, and through 

his sister Melioent' s own re.sponse to events. particu.1arly' 

her hypocri tical "mourning" of he,r moral. co~térpart'. ~ 
.. ' 

,Gregoire. As Lewis Le'ary makes clear, i t ,is not for . , 
" 

"ei ther world a oase of 'absoltite good or' evi1'1 ;' , 
, " 

...... }' 

", , '. r·. ~ \ 

The faul t may be interpr~ted as that- of an 
agrarian, land-preserving South, lulled ,by 
traditions of ease ,and !lÎariùity·and.religion, .... 
as i t fails ,to respond te th~ Ü'ldustrial,· 
land-d'estroylng North, whose meral,ity ià modern .. 
and utili tarian. Or i t may pe t~e o~her way . 
round. 1 3 

.' 

: " 
. , 

.- ~ ,'.. 1 • • ~ l ~ 

" , 
" 

• of" 
< • , 1" i • 

" 

. ' 
~ , . ' , 

\ .. ~ 

,1 

. , ! ~ . 

, rf , 
- .. y j 



" ' . " 

- ('j." 
"> 

.-
. , , , . 

.' 1" 

" 

',-

, ','''. 
1 _ ,. \' 

" 

, t 

o , 

, , 

\ . 
\ 

J ".v; =~ \ 
\ 

" . 

" . '94, 

, 
ChOP'.in' s acknowledgment' of moral. relativity and, 

, ... \' 

v self-doubt in timEfs 'of ,social and economic ~ transformation 

ia faraighted, and it ~s her move~ent away from' absolutes 

whiçh informs ner romantic text and makes of i t more than 
-

what 'i t a..t first, appears to be. Indeed, ta underst.and 
, , 

t'ully _ Chop in' s final poli tical position and statement , .. 
necessi tate"s mqv.ing ta another 'level of the text, that of 

,the story of the indi vidual' s search for a moral and 

self-fulfilling existence. lt is also at this level of 

;' " Th4!trese~s and David's l~ve story that Chopin's critique 

ct the, ideology ot true womanhood, implicit in the eoo­

no~ic subtext, becomes evident. 

\Thf!r~se Lafirrne is, tirst apd foremost, a 

S~ùthern la<:iy ?f the old tradition. She is t'ully com­

'pliei t \vith womanhood ideolagy t sa much so that she moves 
-' 

residenc~ away from the newly buil t railroad ta' a'VQid 

the encroaching hordes of Northern, capitalist barbarians 

of whom David Hasmer is one. She rebuilds in the old 

s'tyle and, in fact, attempts to uphold single-handedly 

the way of plantation life even while she capi talizes-­

personally and financially":-on her relationship wi th ' 

Dàvid. Though she passes a singular year in his company, 

she still' advocates trùe womanhood preceptss she reminds 

him continuously that she ls no indi viduâlist and that 

she g~adly sacri~ioes her own fulfillment for that of 

otheDs. Her self-martyrdom excuses her powerful position 
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. .. 
as 'planta~ion mistr,esa. 'shé 'acte as,overlord merely to 

\ .. ~ .. ~ -

• compl:y wi ~h d~ty and not as an ex:pre ssion 'of sel.f'-w~4-~'. 

. SllllilarlY, -:'on,qe she 'le~s ~of pavid:' a marital ai tuation~ 
" .,. , 

she sacrifices her o~ desires for 'tbe' sake ot another ' 
~ . ~ . 

and in doing so, simultaneous1y ac'ta as' martY~. and moral 

guardian to David and Fanny. Thér~se thus appears ta, be' 
, 

mora11y en'ld sp1ri tually superior, sexual1y pure, the 

womanly idea1. By the novel' s end. ,ho~eve:t;'. Chopin 

exposes such fitm attacnment" to ideo,logy as morally a;B-

: " biguaus (at best), individually de~tructive. and', in," 

the C$.Se of Fanny, de ath-dealing. , 

As Thèr~se' s ldeologicù 'coUm:el'P'art~.' ri~id ,ie 

equally pure in his' behavior. One:e Thèrès,é tells h~ 

that h~ must b~ a, man ~d ,face ·the c~>nsequences ~f his 

. actions, he willingly accepts' her' aS moral g)lide 1 "He 
M ,4 " 

.: , . . . , 

felt, her to be ,a woman wi th moral perc'eptions keener 

thân his own 'and his love~ which in the past.twenty-four 
, " 

hours had grown to' overwhelm him. moved him now to a 
. \ ' 

blind submissiorin 
\ (769). Though he ls in fi anguish of 

, . ' \ 

spirl t", (770), ,he returns t,o Fanny, remarries her. and 
attempts to'l<ive UP,to'Thèr~se's standards for"hiIlî. He 

\ 
1 .... , " 

éontil1-ues to do 'so even a!'ter he realizes he hâtes- .)t'~' 
, " "'<-

o --------'" _ 

Fanny, e"fm iU"ter he Maves Fanny to Place-Du-Bois anH", 

.must then see both women e ach day, even after F ànny 

descends into alcoholic' sChizophienla again. By the' 

,novel's end, Chopin makes c~ear once more ~hat such 
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'self-martYrdom là ri'ot, only-. repressive but ~so, hypocri-
1 

'tical and, again ,t'd±- Fanny, le th al. 

It ls through ~he disturbed character o~ Fànny 

that Chopin disorders the ne at sexual and, moral hierar­

,_ chies at the base' bf wom~hood ideology and' her ten. 

One w0u.1d. assume F~y 'to he pure stereotype •. the f'allen 
" Il, 

woman. Chopin makes her more than that by -offering in a 
, 

minimum "of words Faruhr' s· side of' the s.tory. Through 

- Fanny's eyes, the reader sees another 'David, as real a 

~an as Thér~se' s love,r, and le~s why after the f'irst 

marriage F'ànny "began tb dre ad him '~d def'~.( liimtl (779). 

David' s relationship wi th Fanny had,been superf',icial 

,irom the start, Fanny had èluickly "felt'herself' as of 

J:ittle èonsequence, and"in a mann~,r~' év~rlooked" (798) .• 

Her desires 'and selT-will ~e n~ver ~qknowledgedl she is 

at Most David',s ilelpmeet an,o.. during the second marriage, 

tre ated as his· child. In essence, David drive s her to 

desp,erate means a.t;1d te the eventual despairing end. For 

éxample, after theiI:' reunion, and despi te his knowledge of 
"'.. ... ,', 

, her sensitivity. n~ uproots her'fram her secure if morally 
, Q' 

, "'tainted world and forces her maye ta an alien and alien-

ating land. It i5 not surpri'sing -that on her first night 

in Th~rése' s world Fanny finds' Il a certain mistrust was 

cre'eping into ,her ~eart wi th the nearing darkness" (794). 

It is ~ot ônly night that Chopin invokes here, nor is it 

,~he mental darkness of F~yts stupors. It ia a foresha-

--------

, . 
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dowi~ of Fanny' s end as well aS recogili tion ,of the' 

truth of F'anny' s existence and perceptions. the moral 

murkin~ss of her marriage, the rude erasure of her dreams 

as when she later hears David call Th'r~se' s name in his 

dark delirium, the moral and spiritual blindness she 

"faces as she realizes that neither David n.,or Thér~se sees 

her true self, the final inky blackness which is her dèatl:1'~ 

The destruction of Fanny' s precariously mairrtained 

self-":and; coinoidentally, the death of Marie Louise, 
f • ~ • 

symbol of the old li'fe--bécause of the, moral theories and 
, " , 

praotices of Therese and ~David judges darkly b~th woman-

hood idèalogy and, the patriarchal •. whether feudaJ. or capi-. 

talist. If an individuel, aven if only a weak wornan, be 

driven'int9 soli~ude' and alienation by accepted morality, . 
what then ia the difference between morali ty and immoral~ 

. . 

i ty? Simil.arly, if a man destroy his 1i1'e to save his 

soul", what is the worth of morals? Finally. if a woman . 

were to realize the cost of womanhood' s morality and' that 

. 'there la not one true, faultless way of being" how 1:hen 

, does ' she live? Chopin' s answer to the last is' the "moral" 

of her tale 1 some women and men d~ ',n'ot suryive.J sorne do, 

but only after questioning authority, .admitting self-will, 

and.aocepting sel~-doubt and continual self-transformation 

as the basis, of existence in an, at best, amoral world. 

Chopin suggests such a survivor in.,the character 

. counterpart to Fanny, Homeyer, the man closest to David. 

i 
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Homeyér' s philosophy of life and re action' to David' s' '1); 
~~... ..~ .... . 

actions are continually recaJ.led by Da:vid at cruçial 

moments. For example, ,D~vid reviews Homeyer' s response 

to his remarriage and the moral ~ssues in'Volv/ed. 

And what had Homeyer said of i t? .He had 
railed of course as usual. at the submission of 
a' human destiny to the exacting and ignorànt 
~l.e of what he termed moral. conventionali ties. ' 
He had startl.ed an~ ~ered H,oamer wi th his 
d~nunciation of TherÈ!se' s sophistical guidance. 
Rather--he proposed--let Hosmer and Thér~se 
marry,' and if Fanny were to b~ .redeemed--
though he pooh-poohed the notion as untenable 
wi th certain -views of what he called the rights 
to existence. the existence ,of wrongs--sorrows--' 

,diseases--dea,th--let them al.l. go to make up the . 
éonglomerate who~e-- and let the individual man 
hol.d on to his personali ty. But if she must be 
redeemed--granting this point to their li tt1e­
ness., let the redemption come by different ways, 
than those of sacrifice. let it he an outcome 
from the capabi1i ty of their united happiness. 
(777) 

David, the slave ta "Love' s prophet ll (777), Th'rése, 

eanno't at this point accept Homeyer' s advic~ but nei ther 

can he totally cast it trom his mind. Later, David 

. , recall.s another conversation coneerning religions, appli-- . ' . . , 

cable to Therèse's Catholicism,- and soc~al evolution, ideas 

Ul'Îh~àrd of i~ his and Th~r~se' s philosophy. 

.' 

/. 

, , 
, ' 

, 'Homeyer would have me think that all religions 
are but mythologie,al cl"eat-ions invented to sat­
isfy a species of sentimentali ty--a morbid ' 
eraving in man for the unkn'own and, undemonstrable. • .. 
-( 792) . ' . 

• ~ •• he believes in a natùral. adju'stment ••• In an . 
innate reserve-force of aécomodation. What we 
commonly eall 'laws ,ID nature, Ile styles accidents 
--in' sOèiety. 0t:lly â+bi trary metho?-s of expedi- \ 
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, enoy, whiçhi when they outlive' thfllr usefulness 
. to' an adv"ancing and exacting civillzation, sh'ould 
, be set aside. He' ls a li ttle impaj;ient ta " 

alwayg wait for the inevi table natural adjustment.· 
(792-793 ) 

HomeYèr, 'then, is a' man beyond thè marmers and morals of 

navid and Thérèse, a sophisticated re~ist coup,ling a 
, , 

long-range optimism wi th immediate pessimisme Homeyer ls 

,also a ch ar acter beyot:ld the text 1 he ne i ther appe ars, nor 

la he given a verifiable existence. Homeyer la such an , , 

i~lusory an'd visionary be~, in' fact, that Thér~se early 

on surmises'he is David's alter-ego~ Chopin never corro­

porates this interpretation in her narration but instead 

le aves Romeyer as _ a voiee deeply embedded in .David and 

strangely distanced from the text. 
/ , 

Juat as Therese spe-

eulates that Homeyer 1s David t. s inner voice, i t ls textual 

eounterpoint to conjecture that Romeyer is the other nar­

'rator, Chopin's secret critical voice. This theory is 

given substance by Th'r~se' s awakenlng to new conaciousness 

and the lover' a final di'scouJ:-ae. 
/ \ 

Therea~ begins to question her moral allegiance 

and goals once Fanny arrives at Place-Du-Bois. ;' " Therese 

h'ears Fanny' s sto~ and thereafter sees before her the 

effects of, her moral stance. Her self-sacrifice is shown 

to be futile, 'and her morals become Iess self-glèrii'ieda 

she thinks, "Were Fanny, and her own prejUdices, worth 

the sacrii'ice- which she and Hosmer had made?" (808) Later 

she ponders whether h,et" morali ty is final.ly; a nurtur,ance 

, ' 

" 

, " , . .,' ~-

" 

" 

, 1 
" , 
( 
~ 

io 

i; 

.\'l 
: l ., i 

1 
, f 

- 1. 
" 1 ,1 

\ 
1 , . , 
1 
) 
1 
1 

1 
,1 

',t 

1 
1 
1 
l 
,~" 
i 
j. 

i 
J 
4 

,~ 

t 
'1 

__ 1 

J.

".: ,;.~ 

...... :' 
\, 



. / 

' .. 

'" 

'", ., 

, , 

,;~ 

" 

" , 

" 

, . 

, , 

'". .. ' 

, < 

. , .. 
1,00 

or denial of lite l, "the doubt assailed her whether' :i. t 
o ' 

were at'ter ·all' worth' while to strive against the sorrows 
, , 

o~ Iife th~t can be so readiIy' put aside" (810). At the 

s~e time David comes to fealize t'hat their morali ty 

costs too mq.ch but that he cannet break faith with 

Th.'r~se. At th1s point, however, i t clearly becomes 
1 \ . 

sOlely There se ':8 dut Y to offer moraJ. support to both of 

theml it w~ her will that thEdr' lives be so,' and lt .~s 

now onJ.y wi thin her power to malte tho,se 11;ve8, bearable. 
l , ., 1 

Shortly t~ereafter, T)'lerese dreams that lier actions ~o 

save .David had only served ta kill him."-she 'has here sub-
, . 

consclously reéognized the relativi'ty of her morali ty. 

She h~ alw~s thought' this lesson of right at:ld 
wrong a very plain one. so' easy of interpre,ta­
tion -that the simpleat minded might sol.ve i t if' 
they would. And 'here had come for the first time, 
in her li:f'e Ir staggering doubt as to i ta nature 
•••• She continued to ask herself only 'was l 
rigtlt?' and it was by the answer to that question 
that she would abide. whether in the stony' conte,nt 
ot accomplished righteousnees, or in an enduring 
remorae that po,inted to a goal in who se labyrin­
thine possibili t1es her sou.l' lost i tsel:f and 
fainted away. (840) , 

But there ~e no easy ei ther-or answers for Th~r~se, and' 

she consciously entera astate o,! contemplation and 

self-doub,t. 1 
Gregoire's death" as weIl as Joçint's 

:mu'rder, maltes righteousness iplpossiblel 'Gré'goire is of' 

her blood, and she there~ore believes tha't ~he shares 

re,sponsibili ty, for all the bloodshed. '/rhe ideo.logY, of._ 

her. world hae proven te be at least, pattially base'd on . ,., 

immorali ty and hypocrisy. Her. relationsh'ip wi th David 
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, . 
and Fanny onJ.y,serVe,s to force this realizatlon deeper . 

, Utto her consciousness. As she tells Davi.d a:t'ter F army' s 

deàth,' If' l have seen myself at l'aul t in f'ollowing what 

seel!led the only right. l fe~lo as if" there ware' no way \ 

to turn for the truth. Old supports appear to be giving 

_ WF13 beneath me. They were so secure before'~ (872) •• And 
1 \ ' - j 

sa Theresa' arrives at the brink of social and self 'aliena-

tion. 

David offers Thèr~se and h1mseU a way out but' 

not, as' one would expect ol a less sophisticated work, 

,by offering his new supports--bourgeois ethics--as alter-· 

native world view. David has also aeen into the heart .of 
- ~ 

his morality which is, obvltluslY, not that dift'erent t'rom 
( 

- l" - Therese' s. For ùl their -seemingly cruciaJ. differencea--
. ~ -, 

s~x, class, marmera, mores--David and Theres'e are st~ll 
q\ 

identically caught in ,the .deadly web of yatriarchal i~eo-

logy, and, as David points out, it ia no~ within thpse 

trad! tions!' boundaries that they will find the l.imits of 

selt. and knowl.edge 1 

. . 

,1 

• Th6rè se,' said Hosmer iirmly, • the truth in i ta 
en"tirety i sni t gi '\l'ert to man to mow--suc:h know­
ledge, no doubt, would be beyond human endurance. 
But we make a step towards i t, when we le am that 

, there is rottenness and evil in the world, mas­
querading as right and morali ty--when we learn to 
know the living spirit t'rom the de ad letter: l ~ 
have not cared to stop in this struggle of lite 
to question. You. perhaps, wouldn' t dare ta 
alone. Together, dear one, we will work it out. 
Be' sure there ls a way--we <may not find 1 t in 
the end, but we will at least hav~ tried.· (872) 

'It Is a de cl aration' such as Homeyer would have made,. 
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-::t, ' 

-< ~ The novel' s conclusion re~es"ta:blishes dif'1"erence 
.. 'J"';'~ ( - ,ç ~ 'v ~ 

. 'and, ~t:t.eré- a qu'lck"glimpse' at transcendence of separation. 
,.. ,~..,t-,.. .. • 

u '. • "' ", " " \ ~ 

"David and Therese have .married and have clearly begun a 
1 'd',:!."· /'" , • • 

'<.' new l~te which in~orporate s the be st of their old worlds 

but·wnieh i~ beyond the strictures and nQrms of, the trad-
\ " 

lt~o~al. David while still the sensib1e capitalist has 
1 ........ , 

learned sensitivity thro~h his experienee with Th'r~~e •. ' 
. -

'Sim'ilarly, Th'r~se while yet the piantation mistress la 

n~ lon.g~r a eol~ sainj" ~~t' haB mste ad come to anlmowledge. . ... ~ ',... ~ ... ~ ~ ~,~ . .. 

and' exprêss he<r W.div~4U'~ity. The" joining of old and 
.. ~ ,. ,~" " , f 1 

new world~. the m"~z:~~e' "b,f land' and- indUstry, of South 
',..'" 1> ~I • l_ 

and North:;' of ~pm~ ârid'~an result finally in a utopie' 

,union ot:, .prof:! ~~le and, promising love. Chopin, however, 

does, not de,sc~!ld-'into romance here'~ , She maltes clear that 

transèendence and' self-fuJ..f'illment are possible but that 
'I~ #, , ~ 

;'-the poten'tiality lies solely withln the power and will 01"-,.' 
, , • ~ _. ) ,,1-

èach iiiaividu3.l. the reader 18 not priyy to David- s and 
" ~ • ",-, ~ , 1 

, ~, e. Theres~:,s last whispered words; self-fulfillment is 'not 
,Q, ,." 

, . 

, -' 

' ... ::' 1 ...... 

. .~' 
-, , 

" 

~ ." ~" " • J 

t .......' ~ " 

an end but, 'fi, pr,oeess. Chopin only, note ~ that such, words 

ean be .. sa.1d and :heard by those ~ho 'g6 beyond acceptanee 
, '. 

"l..... '.... J ~ - .~ r; ~.r' ~ 

, -, . ,'_ .; "of- alienation. ana .continu~ly strive ta understand the 
~. ' •• ~, UI'~ : .. ':. • ~ :, ~ '''.1, 1 1 *" 
, . l' . " :. ".li ;'in~ . sPi~~,t ,.,'~ -6pP'~'~1~~ t 0 the de àd ~~dj,ng _ "Of- Il A P oj.nt 

'-+ .... l, _ " ~ .." " '1 ,( II. ., • ~ ~ _ • ~I ' " " , 

"'- ...... .' ~ at Iasuèl,lI' At F.ault'!JF conclusion is open-~nded "natural, 
,- ': .. {. 1 - .. ' • _ ~ • e ~ _' ~'_'" • , 

'. :~.,': '-'" adj~~tmen1i~' ~llich",o . .tfer:s~ n;t' s~ much a -ï-esQlution as a 

", : .. ", s~~~e, oi '~~'P-~~i~iv~'. f'utur~ ~ -a' ~~w w~~id."', 
~ _. ~ ... ~,..., J ~_ ~. ... • t.. ' 

, "'" •••• 1 .... - J • 

>, Thé pa;-:tlal èompr9misé, t?f' the text ~liefil in 'the 
l ' .. . -, . - ~ - " , '. '" . , 

..... _ 1 .;1 ... ..... • , 1 , .. ~ \ .. ~ 
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!orm.~ -an~' tec~i:q~.dh~~ ~~e.~ ~'. ~tl~il\~. ';ôtyeta' 

, " 

, sutiicierit~y' sophistièated ~i te'r and' socÜü. cri tic, té), 'bé' , .' , ,'( c " - , , ,,-
'able' to produce à 'completely' unifie'Ci 'work of social 

, ' ' 
, " 

, fi'c:~ion. ',~o~ 'of"ten he;;', ~e.nt:rai ébnc'erns play second ro'ie' 
> ~ - - .' 

. ' , 

•• 

• ~, • • r _, • ' Q 

, " to' s:tez-e,o:typicaJ. çh.aracterization" -witty' :s~abs at ~iJi1.0r 
... '. • 1 ~, ... \ ' 

, , -isstl~s. 'and -her e,xPe~t',büt"disruPtivè '~troduct~()n of 
i ' 

: ...... 
.' ~ ,. '_ ," 1 . ' .11 " -

" d-ia:leèt., ~he 'melodramatic, Grégo'ire-Melieent love story 
• 1 • • " _" - 1 J 6 

, " l , • 0 ~ o~ : ' 

" '<1oes: not finally add as muéh as :i t distra.ets from the de-
l , ~ , .. '" ' • • :. 

, ' ',velopment 'oi the realistic main pl~t. -
The contlation of 

" _ .' : ,', f,~t~ ahd, sel.i~wilt is. aiso 'he,avyhand~d s'in'ce i t is ab-
. ~." ~ 

. >: .... ruptlY ,an~' vi?.ien-tlY for.ced' as elim~. , This was, of 
"' '" • fO. ~ l, '. ~ ,.. h ~ • ..,J ,.' 

.' ~' ,; . : ~Qurse'. ·h~~·'t~st nove~, and in several sections it reads, 
, " -, .' _ ", t • & 

'..:. ' .. ·: .. 'as j;ilch. 

.. ' ' .,..." A ;: ' 

. ~bat.Cho~in herself realized her ,inadequateo skill 

_',::~;"::,', i.' ,~é -:als<? ê~ident. She seemed to comprehend that her own 
'<,f.~ ',. ,- ~:.. • .. "JI~ ~ & (J 

. , . critic~· impat!ence made her resor1: to textuel methods 
~.. -. ~ ~, ~~ v, ~ ., ~ • ~'I li (1, 

~xpedièncr .to reach'he~ philosop~eal end statements, 

i i 
of 

,.~...... .. l ,~' • i. 1 ~ 

that she had 'attempted tao much too saon. A~ the n-e~t" n 

,sectio,n will ':àrgue, she turned back' t,o short fic'tion and 
~ , ~ . 

! ,~ ~ ~. f' a 

:~ ... ~,,; ,~u!!le~ ~t" as a testing gro~d for the~ theme~, 'imagesi and' 
1 , t. ~ ,. '.., • 

, t'e.èhnictues ,later . .1Jro~ght together in he; final master-

, " piece, The Aw~eninp;. She wou~d there pay spéci al ,at-
.. ' 6 

tention to th~ -pro-ee,ss o:~ comin~ to consciousness, a. .-

c~tt1:~'aJ. proCf~eij~: o~~y p~tiallY real~,zed in~At 'Fault •. _ 
" \" , ':' , .' , ,- . 
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'~, .'~ III. 'Selected' Short -Storiesl, ~é91-1897' 
. , _Women in Qld and New Worlda of,' 

tcieals, "Sacritl;ces~ . and Desires 
" , 

'-'i' Though Kate, Chopin' wo\ü.'d. continue ta exper1p1ent 
~ 4 _ • ., \'" _ > 

with v.arious f~ctlon~ forms, ,ner pO'st-189f work tocu~ses 

" mo~_, and more ,on the Qpprèssive,nesa of 'womanhood ideology 

and the;' aidu'ousnéss, ~f w~anl S ·quest ':for sell'. 1'his 'tact 
• ! 

, 
4 ...... 

,< 

.' 

~. t~ t. ) Il' • 

ls p~iéularly striking when one considera the ,popul~l ty: ' 

, , .- oi"ChopiilJ,~ less adyent~rouS:~ork--:f'or example, ~er' local. . - . .. 
eol~r .stories. That' C:hopin ha4 more to sai, than ~ha:t" " , 

• u ' , , 

could ,bè' said ln· clonventional fic'Î;ion 18 'patent,. that sh! " 
'v >' .... \ , 0 

haH the' courage to' d'o so, risking' the 'loss of reputatio~ 
b 0 ~ •• .. ~ 

-, , ' 
l' , " 

. and a'!ldlence, ie ~trange 'and' rare.. ,,' , ' 
;) ~o '~ ~ 1 f , ~ o~ 

One oannot mew wl)at, made Chopin. follew the li;t- , 
\.. ., ~ -,.,,"< ~ , • ). ~ 

er~ cc?urse she did. ;One c.~ Slleculate that a,fter the 
l' ,'Q "', , •• \ "' .. 

total rejection of'her second 'novei., Y~ung'Dr. Gosse, 
~ , ~ -3 < 

, , 

" o. ( • 

o 
begun âlmost' immedi~tely: after· At ,Faul t, ~d fihished ir1 

.. '_ Il 0 0 ' ,~C , .. ~'.' • ~ ; • .- ~ ~ 

. , 

" ,- Novemb,er, 1890" ~he é:üearl~ o~ealize,~,Owhat, was acqeptable, , 
1 ~. '/, 

"~Qar1d. what was note ·On~ c.an go 'f~th'~;r arid ,theorize that '", ",. 
1 Il' ,1 , , \0 • _ ~ • ., ~, "', ' .... 

',her post-~8,9f stor-les r~Vé~ that:âhe ch.ose'to'rémain; ",:' 
, - ~:,r ,0 ~ '. -!I "':, - • ,~.. .. ,CI l ' , ,_ ~ 

,1 centered on what 'fa8 n~t' "t6 b-e' wrlt~en or said' in.-~l~-te ,J'~ '" 

, " 

" . " .. 
" . 

, ~II 
,0 , 

.,;"" 

1 .. ~ u () .... • Il .. f' 

1) • f. 1+ ~ ," r' " '. ' .. 

_ li tera~ure,. Perhaps that ~ad, bee~ 11er' eonscioüS', intenti~n .: ,,-' , ',' 
" •. ' .. ,w, ".,.. ... '... ' .' 

,: all ~Qng, one ,Which she did no,t .~tl!te -in so maz;1Y ,~old '" 
• > • ,~ , - '.. : • • , 

, Y/o'rds :for hat- c:-i ti-c~. In Ei:ny case;' ,the ',d.ncreaSingly ";'" , 
",,'" CI ' ( .. / 1. • 

~ ) ,t' ' ~' ", " ..' ,l' r 

"0 "0; "narrQw~d, sUb',ject of her' mi,~-c~eer'. s~Qr,~es suggest~-'tha1;::' - , 

,:', ' 'b ',Qhophl both" ~i,.She'd to subvert and :Chal~en;ge' t'~ue 'womanhood., 
, . 
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~d.eology in her work . and that she, was herself prog:ress-
• '. ,', r '1 

, . 

" 

1'( •• 

, . 

, '\ 

. ,;. . 
'1 

" 

" 

ively intormed by the critical process she persistently . 

pUrsued despite censure. 
-' ,-," - .j 

Thus her major stories of this -, -, ',. '1 . 
period center' on thr'ee themes under the heading of ide-, 

ology'1 the solitary awakening of, the alienated indivi-

dual, the virtues and failings of motherhood as' 8e1f- " 
, • < , ' . 

, "< ~ 

fultillMent, and' the realm of the senses as battlegrourid -, 

for, tne se.lf •. 
> , 

, Her'1891 stories for the m'ost part break ,no new' 

:' ,ground and"read as fàitly èonventiol'?-~ histori~al .~d ",' 
, " 

. the promot~'on o:f her 'two nov;e,is.· There 'are. to ,be, ~~e, : 

'. 'unconveritional heroines even here,-' Marianne' in ·"The Mald .' . 
of Saint 'Philiippe ,i (:.vri tten '19 April 1891), Fifine irl 

- , t. 

'.' '! A Ver,r' Fine Fiddle'" 03 Septemher 18-91). Boulotte in . - , , , 
,"Boulèt' and Boulotte" (20 September f891J. Lolotte Bordon' 

, , ; "\ 
". l , l 

. , 

". : 1 
. l 
~ - l 
, -i . 

c' ~r • 1 
" .. 

'- ~ 
, , 

'1 
'f 
~ 

"" .:1 
~ 

, 't 
~ . ; 

" , . " -j 
" '. '1 
~ t ~ '. ~ ,~ 

,.i' . 1 
'l 

, .'~ 

~~ '""".!: 'in l'A Rude Awakening" (13 July 1891)."'Àll'.are social~_:l .' 
" .... ,':: exiles because of -cl'ass .or" circumstance; except t'or the' '1 

l " 'i 

" .. ", ,myth.~~, ~arlànne,. ~l are, ~ragmatic survivors :hO oreak '. " :,' .,~ 
i: , '"coz:t.vèntion ~for good rea~on and thus,' are finUly not aS. ' , . T .. ~ 

.. 
,'- l' , '. " . \ , '. ~. 

, ~i," " \ .' "." re,bellious' as· ap,pe'8rs on tirst reading. It 18 anlY when:' .; . 1 .• '1 
.'~ ":'" '.': " : " énopin PÜ~~S~l.y ~o~'usses 'on alienation: that her' staries: . ' ':: <., l 

,': ..... ~ ~...... l ,1 'II,... ~ _. ~ ;~ 

,-,,',, ' .. ' beg'in'·t~ 'rise" ~ove the ordinari. Even 80" tw.c of her " . '~, 

, ' , ",::"'" e~liest' ,stO~ièS in th~'s vein--"Bey,0nd the Bal{~U" (7 NOV'::" _ ' :) 

<:.~~," ::',.~' ,:;,·-",.:~,m~e.~'l,89.1; ~and'''!-f:ter.,t'he''~0t~,:r;.fI <?1 December 189.~)-:- ;::' :~:, ,P ':"<-::J 
", .', '.,'< " ':1 >.:, fail to' show, thè' ,rqôts .of social c~nflict that et.fect ~ :,' . ',~) 
. '. "(' :,' ~'. J' '- J. 

• ,~." ~. ) Ji< <:, 
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alisnated life. In both, the °protagonists--tegpectively, 

- , thé black t'a Folle and the ruined Southernar Michel--have 

,been'driven insane by the experiences of war and atroci-
, , \ 

, , ~ tie-s. Both abj~e society, until" by accident, they, are 

, -" ,~ o,,~, • , brought back int? the fold ,throughthe acts of chil.dren" 
1" .. ', • ~ , • 

. , 

" ' 

, . 
, ' 

-, . 

, Ch~pin does not investigate the causes of self-exile nor 

does she seem to desire anything less than'full reconcili--, 

ation of indlvidUal with society. There is a hint, how-
'. -- ~. 

eV'er., that society has changed -fts ways at least parti-
, . 

- - , J -

àlly' be'cause of the' actions ot i ts 'selt-e~iled, in both 
~ -~ . 

-s1ïor~e,s, society wai ts with opep ~s for the return of 

, 1ts ,critics, ,~d it is ~,warm w6rl.d,o~ "infinite peaoe."l~ 

.. At :the s'ame tim~, 1 t ls a" radiant WO~~d, only at i ts 

"eent~r; as Michel perceiv~s. even in his' transcendènt 
.. fi.' "'". 

- " 

: d 

, ' . ' . 

. ' 

,- , 
• ...!", 

_ J ' 

moment, there is always' "the hill far off that was in 
~ ~ , , ' ... 

\ 

" 'black shadow against the sky" (188). Hereafter, Chopin 

will conçern' her;;self almost obsesslvely with the black 

,shadows on the 'social margins. No longer wil.l she be 
, . 

contented wi th emancipation from alienation if i t only 

leads to return ta th-e old world that ls stil.l bo'rdered 

in darkness. 
. r" ' 

"Ma'ame Pelagie," written 27,;:,28 August 1892, and 
, . . 

"Désirée' s Bàby," written24 No"'ember 1892, clearly mark 
A , 

" 

- ",.f " 
her~break with traditional,reconciliation themes and 

l, 

/, 

~ ., • ~j , 

, , 

, , , 
- " 

.il : ~ . ~, 

" , ~ 

s~perficial.iy happy ~ndings. in both, she takes up the 
, ' 

true woman p~adigm. sets"'it ri: t,he historical context-s, 
~' , 

of an àntebellum 'and a l'o~tbeUUIh South, and subtly .. 
, , 

l -

o C 

- . , 

.' 

, ' 
,> , 

, , 

, , , 
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" , ' " expos.es. the power and the base of' womanhood ideology. 
, " 

Irrièsir~~' ,a Baby" takes. place in' the old ·South, 
, 1 . ..' ~ 

and ,the ra ader ia preaented wi th ,two portrai ts o~ that , . 
. 

'time and place. ,One centers ,on the genteel an'd peacef'ul' 
, , , ,"" \) .. ' , " , 

. V almonde, "grand' plantation' of a couple, of . the Bame name., . , , , 

'. Here Désirée i~ ahandotled àa a baby and taken up ~s the 
. " 

At the outaet of the story, she 
, ' 

, , i~ eighteen, has grown "ta be b'~autiful and gentleï af-

',t'~cti6nate and sincere,--the' idol' o:r Va.lr\l~nd~'.,,15 She, 

haâ 'just 1eÏ't her per:fect world for L'Abri, the planta~, . . ' 

, ,'" :tion' 'of her' impassioned hUSbànd, Armand, Aubigny., " 

'. J. _ 

'.!. 

. . , 

" , L~ Abri is the black horizon glimpae,d in Chopin 1 a-

earlier story. 'Unlike Valmond-è, it la a dark world of . , 
sadneas and barely restrained brutality. The passions 

ot' its master reaùlt not in loyeand fruit:fulness for 

thiS' world,. as they do at first wi th Déair~e, but in ' 

ruthl.essness 'and barrennese. It is a world of power in~ 

which Armmnd's will and ~esire color evèrything, just as 

',: the oaka around his houae tt~hadowed it, li~e- a pall" (24.1). 

'. ,l 

Désirée' s dual emotians of happineas and fear e arly in 

theiz: marriage (242) foresh,ad'ow their :rall into indivi­

dual darkne,ss and desPair. And it comes as no sUrprise 

at the end that the one symbol of a new bright world--
1 1 

De~iree ',fi neY/barn son--should prove- death-dealing pre-

cis~Jy because i t has been darkened--both figtiratively 

, , >,and li terally--by Armand. 

" t) 
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. " 
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Because their son 'is seen ta have bl~ck ,blo'ocl, 
... ,,' ,Desiree loses everythingl she falls'tram ideal ta ani-

mal, eVen though Chopin immediately clarifies far the' 

reader that i t is Armand who ls the inhuman beast and 

nat she (243). The checked cruelty af Armand is un-

le asheds the slaves suffer as does thelr supposed 

sister, pésirée, and it ia all her fault. TQat Désir~e 

\." ls ~lamed for the Ï.n\pur1. ty of their son ia both cir­

cumstantiaJ. ând telling. M'on~ieur Valmondé had fore­

seen such a situation before the wedding. Armand had . ' 

. respanded ,ta hie warnings about her obscure 'past: by 
, ' 

saytng that,the Aubigny name would makeDé~irèe inta 

the' comple at ide al. Here Chopin reve als the base of 

true womanhood--male power--and the agent of feminine 

self-fulfillment--male desire. Furthermore, even though 

~aii.d has a· somewhat shadowy past and an equally d.ar~ .' , 
, l' , A \~ 

present, there ·is never a moment--until the final dis-

:closure--that suspicion falls on, ~one but Désirée. 

It 1s c'1:ear that Chopin here utilizes the theme of 

"r a.,ci Sm' to illuminate her crl tic aI re ading of women' s ' 

powerlessness and defencelessness if women live within 

the true patriarchal world. Chopin driv~§3 home the truth 

that no mat.ter how a woman live~, no matter what sne 

. maltes hersel!' to be, s'he can be destroyed-- àn~ ~i th' fUll. 

social sanction--if ~he does not fit the specifled model 

ih every way, even in those points 'outside her,power. 

" ' 

\ ' 
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In A d'Id DI. 1 d iaJ. bl' 1 ' ~an s -wor , eSJ.,ree' eserves soo 0 'J.V on or 

death Sl~Oé she" haS passed her,self off as other than what, 
, 

she really lsl her reality, rooted in her body, is a 

, black, stain on him and hls 'world, "upon his home and his 

name"- (244). " 
" ' 

, . 
1 l' . 

Desiree also c9mes ta belleve herse~f doomed, 

:tnoug~ not ~t fault •. Hyer a true woman, she remains ob-o 

liviousto the very last of her rights'and her power. 

She ts the last to realize her child ls black, she is the 

last to accept that she must be the cause of this sinee 

her husband has said it ls SOt However, she aJ.so ,never 

-accepts her fal:l from true womanhood, and this Is what /, 

finally destroys hell'. Her identi ty is inextricably 
, ., 

,rooted in her relationship to Armand as l'ils wif~ and 

,mothér' 0", his child. If he deny his· child and cast her 

off .as'·wife and lover, D'sirée ls not only abandoned, 

:but she 18 no longer nésirèe. Schooled too weIl in the 

manners'and constraints of 'true womanhood,.D~sirée her-

self denies escape tram the patriarchal wçrld and inst~ad 

chooses a' li teral and suicidal descent into and not 

beyond the bayou. Even though Chopin makes clear at 
.. ;' , " " 

the end that Desiree was n,ot at fàul t--Armand' s Mothe!,' 

was part black--Ghopin also indlcates that her,exon~r~­

tion.is not the point at issue but that her, self-destruç­

tian ls. 

Chopin .does .suggest ways of escape for women .. 
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One ls the path chosen by Armand' s' ,mo'ther., agaih a woman 

whose life was dependent on male compassion and power. 
, ' 

'The father proves more humane than the son, but this does 

not' co~pensate for the mother's lite ,of exile and burlal 

in an alien land. Anèther way ls oftered by 'Madame V~­

m~ndè • Th~~gh she accept s the .. f act" of DésIrée' s ---
blackn.es~, she does not deny D~sir~e '·s person,. After 

, , l '- , 

De~iree writes her for self-co~firmation and solace, 
" . 

" , 
Madame Yalmond~ answers. ,II 'My own 'D~sirée 1 Come' home 

" 
t,o Valmondé'; back to your mother who loves you. Come wi th 

your child'" (24J). 
, /'.. ' 

She does not veri~y Desiree's,whiteness 

because she cannot: she does not negate DésiFée's relation­

ship 'to her because she chooses not to do so. She i~ the ' 

character with greatest consciousness, then, a woman who 

wil~ transcend racist and sexlst ideology to protect her . : ... 

oWn and, in this case, the female. 
", ,.., 

Desiree, of course, 
, 

does not even ,perceive the po'ssibility of a female worldJ 

unlike her mother, she proves to have less consciousne~s 

: of her innate self. She' has accepted, herself as an' idol 

,and like all idols is "silent, white, motionless"; (24j), 

unconsciou-s, e asy to destroy., Once accused, she c'an never, 

unlike {her mather apd perhaps Armand' s father, find ,the 

depths' of her true, self a~ anything but black oblivian, 

, ë;ls s'he tells her mO,ther, "l l 'shall die. l must di'e. l 
1 • 

cannot be so 'unhappy, ans live'" (24J). And, as ~n At 

Fault, Chopi.n leaves the reader w:i,. th .... · an awareness of 

. where the faul t lies, not merelY"-lèin the frail hands-' of 
- -<--HW 
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pow~riess ind1viduals but in the actions -of all the indi-' 
. . 

viduals, who support the patriarchal world whose social , . , --':-"--
faults, widen finally into the black abyss that embraces 

'.' 

J D'sir6e. ' 

. '~ 

"Ma' ame Pélagie" more ~penly points to the ruin 
, J 

oeffected by adherence' to ra actionary ideolagy. Th.e story-

, 'ls 'set in a postbel;.tum SO'uth and portr,ays two 'sisters 
t '\ .. 

. caught bet'ween the cId and pew worlds se en in At P-ault. 
l " ,. , " 

. Pe'lagie and Pauline Valmet, respectively fii'ty and thirty-
~~ .." -
five years'old, live in a comfortless log cabin beside the 

ruine '"of. their mansion which was torched dur,i,ng the Civil 
\., 

'tiar ., , P61agie's onl}<'de~i,re is t'a rebuild the mansion and' 

die there. Their niece La Petite cornes tQ yisit and' 

despite·her love af life tries tofit into their bâckward· 

looking existence, finally rebe1~ing agains~ living sole1y 

in the pasto Pauline, who has come to love La Petite, 

tells her sister she will die, if the nie ce le ayes since 

there will then be no present or ~uture'for Pauline' on . 
• -A 

the Cote Joyeuse. The conflict is·thus seen to be, between 
, . 

two worlds, both symbolized by woment the old true 'woman-

ho~d ways of P~lagie:- the ~ew life, "the pungen,t atmosphere 

ot an o~tside and dirnly- known world,'1116 "emboéÙed in La. 
, 

Peti te and desiréd by P al,lline. U!,\like th~t _ in "Désir~e' s 

Baby," the battle here,·is simplGi and the outcome almost a 
-:;. • ·1 t • 

givenr however, the final res'olution far, P,élag·ie is stri-
, , 

ingly parallel 'to Désiréè 1 s finFÙ walk away 'from the Q1d 

world. -, 

1 • . . . 

, .. 

1 f 

l'"(:~ i<'" 

r~U~ 
;~,V 

'l,' 
~!.c 

,' . 



" 

, , 

l ' 

,', 

112 

Pé~agie is the true Southern woman. Despite the 

loss of home, wealth, and power, she clings·'to the l'as:t 

and the dream of what'once Wa5. Even though she eventu­

ally perceives the falsene~s of her dream, the basic cor­

ruptness of her world, she never renounces her past,or 

her true womanhood conception of self as queen and,martyr. 

~he,remains imperious and self-alienated to the end. 

FrQm the outset of the story, i~ ia clear that 

'P'I~le l's a V/oman of great will and power. She has ef­

t '~fec.tively ruled her sister' s life for thirty years and 

h'as attempted ta, train her to be ka true Valmêt lt (233). 

It ls Pé'I~ie' s dream-and passion--to resurrect her 

pest, not Pauline's since sne cannat remember it,' but 

the queat la legs perso~~ than p6litical. the past 

holds'a place for Pélagie -in which she waa socially secure, 

part of a whole whlch sheltered each individual from ac­

cusatiqn an~ consciousness of fault. Like Thèrèse in 

At F aul t, Pél~ie "think's the old way is the only way. 

Her. denial of 'reality i~ strong even in the face 

of ta Petite. In one of their first embraces, Pél~ie 

looks only for "a 1ikeness of the past in tfle living 

present" (234), refu$ing te: ,see az:tything other than her 

'dream. She ie untouched when her niece later states that 
1\ ' , 

1ife a~ Cote Joyeuse is kil.ling her and them, at the sanie, 
, 

time gentIy offering cri ticism and a way out 9f entrap-

menti 

' ••• it 'is,as thoug~ a weight were pressing me 
'!Jackward, ,~~re. l must live an0lt-er life., the 
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lité" l iived before. l 'want to know thin~s that 
are happening, fr-om day to day over ;the world, . 
'and ,hearAhem talked about. '1 want my music, ml' 
books, my companions. It 1 llad 'known no other' 
lite but this o1)e' ot privation, l suppose i t 
would be dlfterent. If l nad to live this life, 
'I shou~d malee the best ot i t.' But. 1 do not have 
ta, and you know. tante Pélagie, you do not need 
.to. It seeme to me,"she added, in aWhisper, 

" 

, ' . 

'that it ls a sin! against myse~.t.· (234-2~5) 

FOl; P,Üagie', La Petite is, a new woman and not a true 

Valmgt. La 'Peti te thinks, of hersalt' instead ot' Pélagie * s 
1 collective, and it is of no consequence ta Pelagie that 

:\ 

thât community is nearly d'Sad. On the other hand, 

Pàuline' sees her niece aa her If. saviour'J like one who 

had come and taken me by the hand' and was leading me 

somewhere--somewhere l want ta go'" (2J5). It is only 

when Pauline saya that ahe will die it La Petite is 

,forced to leave because of Pèlagie's morbldity that 

Pélagie' s dream and world fall apart •. Pauline ia the, 

last but tor Pélagie, and Pauline has now rejected the 

dream for rea.+ity. ?auline la also ~~lagle's charge, for 

whom she has. always sacrificed • 
1 

Pelagie has now been 
. , , 

called to make the ul tim3:te sacrifice, to give up her 

dream for someone who no longer loves her in'the old way, 

and' as a true woman she'does sq. The ideological simi­

lari ty between Pèlagie and nésirêe is abvious, but 

Pélagie is 'finally revealed as the perversely dark woman­

hood exempl,ar. 

Chopin portrays Pélagie throughout as a harsh 

and narraw-minded woman. Despite her ca.l.culated appe~-

) , 

, . 

. ., 

1 .. • : .... t .... -. .... J 
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,ance aS a eo~eerne~l'. and. .eU'-saorl.ticing siste~, ~"lagie 

ia ,exposed "as)1'1' unDloVed and.; 8e~.t-8eeking ty'ran~. Shé- -

ls thus alS~" -slmilar to ~ànd" b,O~h be~' bound -to 

concepts of honor, and loyal ty that deny individual desire 

or being beyond their own. It is alter her seene wi th 

Pauline that the reader sees the true P'l.agie 1 a living 
" , , ' 

"ghost whose ',reali ty lies not in thts worl.d qut in the 
\ -

rulned. and ruino~'!I past. Sh •. "wills "through the destroyed 

mansion, ironioallY o~~ivious of actual "light or'dark" 

. ' (.236).~ - "to see the visions -that hi therto had. crowded her' 
, . ~ ~ ~. -

days "and 'nights, and to bid them tarewel.l." (236). She . , ',,, , . 
relives ·her past, her initial denial of war threats, 'her 

, '. . " ,. ~ 

romantiéized rememb7;ârloes of the slaves' lot. Even when 
-

she recalls the" s~avesf revolt, she rememb~rs ner nQncon-

sciouSness, her complicit denial of the knowledge th~t her 

world could be so built on violence an~ oppression. Ab ... 
" 

ruptly, she teels again her desire t6 kill a black woman, 

to then die in the fire "to show them how a daughter' of, ' 

Louisi ana can perish before her conquerors" (237). Her', 
J 

" ' 

visions' are both cruel and wildly "se'ntimental, and ~r 

, " dream Is clearly seen as jùst that, a'superficial ren-~' 

_dering of the actual nightmare pasto - The reader ~so 

sees that Pâlagie "s reactionary and racist nonconsclQus-- , 

'. 

~ 

ness is her pàst and her quest and that i t is only Pauline 
. " 

who has made her live on precisely because Pauline has 

never fitted ~n pêlagie's vision of self and ~orld. 
Pauline kept her t'rom the perfeot heroine' s deathJ: ' 

\ .. 

... e, 

" . 
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Pauline, no matter what now oQeurs, will alw~;:s keep her 

trom reeap:turing the whi tewashed paat. ;{~t P~lagie ia a 

survivor. and she finds a use for Pauline 1 Pauline will 

be the reeipie~t of P6lagie's greatest gift--her dream 
< 

and her desired selt. Pèlagie thus ereates an almost 

e~ually romantic and repressive vision of martypdom te 

r~place her primal. dream. She has chosen to live alien­

,ated ~d alienating ta the very last. 

At the end, the land lives up ta i ta name 1 a 

nèw house stands on the site of the ruins, one complete 

with pleasant companions and music. Paulinè has been 
J 

reborn, and La Petite no longer denies her true selt. 

However, like the shadows of L'Abri, Pél~ie stands 

.' af,ône, draped in black, just on the edge of this new 

'world. As Chopin concludes, "How cpuld i t be differentt . , 

, V/hile" th~ outward prellsure of a young and joyous existence 
, -

• • < 

had forced hèr footsteps into the light, her soul had , 

st.ayed in the shadow of the ruinil (239). Unlike Madame 
, 1 1 • 

Valmonde, Pelagle could not transcend her social preju-

l, dicee, ideological upbringing, and ,her patriarchal con-
" 

sciousness 0.1' self and others. Chopin 'pre.sents nothing , 

"positive in pèla€;i~ 'or her pasto Furthermore, at t-he 
, -

'..' 1 , . end Pelagie is seen to have aged sUddenly as if "she had. 

bee~ denied vampiric sustenance, h~r living off the past 

and -those who made her past possible. It is Pauline and 

he-r re'ality" t~at' wil.l ',live,/ ~ike -Th~rèse in At Fault and 
1 
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_ ~ "her:.new worlq.",,·it 'ls ~'t~e and, place ,of unknowns,"'but' 
.... ~ • 1 .. 1 

~ " .: i t 1~ ,at l~,-a.ët· of ,.!~ the living . spirit. il More important, ~ 
, ~", ' "'.~ of " •• "',' 

~ . . .. ' that, the new world is born through the influ~nce of a 
, " (l, ,l~_ 

, " . 
.. ~ . ' .' 

• t ." .. ~. .. < 

ne~ lNom~, emal.l 'but sur~ of se'U, i5 indicative of 

.. ':ChoPin',s ':belle:t" in wfomen" s positive power and wil~ if 

, , 

" 
" 

, " '1 

. , 
=' , 

-"3. 

. (,:. 
, " 

....... 

, .. 1 ~ • • , ... '1 • ~ .. - , " .', ~ \ - '. 

they ,gQ', '8g~s-t 1:h~ aC,oepted ways and seek self-f~ilill-
, .. . ~ , . 

.... :. "ment~. ro' ',- >. '" 
, • : • ~ • • I~. • .. • ~ ... 

/- ' ,t. Chc;>pin had e'a:rXier wri tten another story on this 
-.,.- . 

, Ir' 

theme 'o'f'..moral gu.~dian:ehip and l , blind sociù 'nonconscious- _ 
Mi' "..... ~" .. ~ 4 .. , [.i 't .. 

ne,~s', "Miss McEnders" (7 M~Qh 1892), and would continue 
; .... , " 

" .. to eJq)-lore '~his t·o~i,c. ~n later pieces. Woman's complioity 
.. r , ' 1 .. -: 1 • ' • .. 

wi th .. ,corrupt social' systems and ideolÇlgiês would aJ.so 

r.ema1:n a.:o~mtr.àJ. s1,1bject throughout 'Chopin"s career. SO 
l , 

to~ would ,Ch~pin continualiy return to the dj,.~eMma of . . .. , , ~ 

,. 

cÏesire ver'~~s, dut y, . selt~fulfillmerft' versus soo±aI. . t)" 
. ... .'. }, &<t~ 

sanction..:~tor" examp~,~ : in suoh stories ~ ";La Belle 
, . '. ~ ... '. 

. \.' l.... . \. Il, ! 

Zoraïde lt (-21. Septembe~, 1893) -and "Lilaos~ (14-16 May 189~)<C 

Her most complex 'stories,'howeyèr, tak~ ù~ the- secondary 
• ~, v 

. , 

ohar~ters .seen in the st or"i e s dil>scussed above Î the' 
1 , ri ' Q ~ 

.. /' , 

Pau11nes, the Mademe ,Valmôndes, the women who experienc~ . .' . 
SOUle' sort' of' personal' and,' soofal awakening. Chopi~ bfagan 
" - \ 1 , , 

'" _ t?: eJq>lore in detail tha1:, q~ickening of consciousness 

-. and. the effects ot that l'rocesa, what ca woman does with 
, Q .' . ... _~ 

, -.,her past, present, and future once she percei ves her 
_,1 ,,' r 

~ 1 • • 

, indivi du alit y and he~ sel,f-desire., Chopin's "The stor,r -,. 

of an Hour, Il wri tten 19' April 1894, is undoub.tedly. her, 

< 1'. 
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.... ~ "1' t • 
" 

.. ' 'MOSt famous and l:ntense re,ad:~ il1 this 'line: • 
f' 

. " 

Before'discussing.that story and those that follow .. ' ., 
..' ancLpoint ta 'fhe Awakening, i t i s 1mport,ant t:e' 'note' that 

• -', t 

Chopin first penned another portr'ai t of a ahighlY uncon:" . -. t . 
' .... "'. 0 1, __ 

r!"-.. .. 0 ... ~ • "." t'" ~ ... ' 

_, ventional 'woman. Hèr deve~opment as a wr~ter can oe ;", "'1' 
marltec;l. . ~ . ~eft '~ingular ;ieoes; the,:ri.~st--"W {.er Than; â· ,: <" ' ~ : ~ 1-: 
God" -:"ooming at t~e beginn~g' ot:' ber career, ,~Aièl~e" ,,' , , .' " l-
nitten on 2Z, .. 2J July 1893 and closing off the sec~d ' "1 

~ • ~ , ;; o.,j" • ' a 

,s:t~!! and introducing- the pre-Awakening stories, "An 

Egyp~i,an Cigarette" writteJl in April 1897 Just before 'she 

J~egan Tire Aw'akening, Bn:~ ,"T,he St'orm" wri tt~n \9 JU,ly 1898, 
.~ .. ~.. ':. , ., 

soon after. she hac! t'~ilish,~d her masterpl~ce~, Ol?-e cOUl~', 

argue that e~ch story acta as 'ChoP!il' s release t'rom the' 
"r' ....... 

? 

- . ,pessimiam seen,;n, her 'work, 'e~ch piece centers on a .s:trorig 
" ," 

, woman who--:ts--virtualiY untouched by t'hé de sp ai:r 'and d-ilem-
~ ,~'f • • • ~ t 

. . 

. ,mas tound' -;'11 Chopin' s more realistlc .fict~on. 
, ' 

"'At~lie',' ,la conspicuously unl"ikè Cho;p.Jn' S other 
, . , 

work and;,}ndeed, ~ 'ia ~ rustic f~le wi th' an aimost 'femi~ , 

ni:st but quite implici t moral.. Azélie, ls ai''poor famer' s-, , 

',' , ij • 

daughter who nel ther acts nor thinks like a conventional 
• >1 .... .. 

woman. In short, Sh~ is a seemingiy amoral', neftt'ly' Ama~ , 0 

., 

zonlan female who barely' acknowledges male reali ty'. She 
. l ' 

first of tends the shop-tender 'Polyte wheh she refuses i to • / : - , 

, ' 

act according to his sexual ldeologya 

There was no trace of any intention of coquetry ~ , 
in her manner. He resented this ae,a token of 

1 indiffe'rence :toward hls sex, and thought i t 
inexqusable .17 ~ Q, ' 
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. ' tater she turthel" - ' . 
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, , 
» ' 

'- ide'ologicû' wQrld 
" .. , .... , 

, <' 

- .. 
,-

an~ takes,-.what ,she and 'he;- .tather'nè,ed,J ,~ ._ 
1.' " '" .., ' .. ~ 1'" 0 

.... '~he ·.sJemed to have no' sh;:une ; or, regret for ~hat' ',: 
she ~llacr done, and plainly :qid. not realize "that·. 

',it \Vas a disgracetul 'act. 'Poly~e Ç)ften' ,;, .. ' 
'shUddèr~d w1 th disgust ta dlscern in he'r' il béing 
$0, who~ly. devoid of m'oral sepJ3e. (295'> 

... ~ ~ .. ~ - 1 .. D _ ~ 1 ~ ,-. _ ~ , • _ 

.$ven:' so, 'he faJ,J..,s in· love wi th hez:, 'prinîarily be,~ause he' 
-~~ ., ~ .-' .' '~. , , . -
;",. ~"" 1;, _. \1.' ) D 6 .. 

• '1 ' ":;, mj,sre"adS her actions and presentation ,of self as', thcse " 
.. ". ~ ',~#.. ~' ~ ,." '~ , - ~ "c 

." '. r, <. ' • ,of, ,a helpless damsel in d1stress ~ho need'~ a knigh't in' 

, ,' .. - ,s'hin~g armor ,ta tame and prote ct- her, - ~. 

, . 
. ~ , 

, ' 
, '-. ' , He woula keep her wi th -film when the others wènt 

. , 

. -
" , 

" 

, 

\ 

" " 

\ , 

,,, , 

" 

. 
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r, , 

" 
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, 

r 

'. SJNay. He longed to r:escue' her ,from wh,at he fel t . 
ta be ~he -dertt0ralizing influences of her family , 
and her s.urroundings~ ,'l'olyte, believed he wou~d 
oe able to awaken Azelie to' fi.ner" better .1': .... .. 

" 

". 

impulses when he should have her apart ta 
himself. (296) , 

, ... ' .; ~ 

l,' 

" , 

" 1'"'0 

" 

" " 

" 

Thesè.· romantic and ideologically conventiona;L notions, ,~e 
l' ~ ~" • 

- , 

-, : 

.' 
, 

, .. , . 
" 

'. 

-
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,'. 

" 

, , ' 
, , 

given short shrift by Azéli'e, wh? ~ooly dism~sse s' his , 

advancési "She' ,was not indignant, she wa,s net t'lustered 
<) • ~ ~ .' • ~ , 

or agi tated, as inight have been a suscep:Çible ", coqu~ttiSh 
gi;i: she 'S'as only astonished, and' .mhoyed." ',( 295). Re-

, , 

t'using his proposal.and thus his world, she,suddenly 
, ' 

" ' . , , 

\, 

\ ' 

, 
, \ 

; 1 ! 

,.' 

,1 1,~ j 

, !. 

~ , .. • J'"" • 
, ' 

'J.eayes wi th 'her family f.or warmer climes. 
, , 

She i s through--: " 
, , " , Â 

out her relationship wi th him untouc'hed and u,ntouchable. ,'-
, l " 

ThPugh th;e reader ~s o:f:fer~d' li ttle, , ins1ght into_·.Azelie' s < ",' ~ 

: -p'~rsonal sense of self and world'. i t is, obvious that ,she, 

J"ike Paula, in "Wiser 0 Than a Gad, Il ia' outside soclety ,and . " . , 
" , 

content to remain- there. 

o , .. 
, 

\ ~', i 

She' is alien to 'PolYte'.s c+ass~ 
. , '. 

, ' 

, ' 
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undèsi~ing" of his. love and s al:vati on; and~ _~like Paula, 
l , < .. i ·'l.~>, , • i t • 1 • ,~' ",!l • 

( ': . she la firmly attache,d ,and ~ésponsible ta her small com .. · .. 

......... J , 
.; 

.. , , 

'; .,. 

" 
" 

, ' -
, • 1 

, r"'~ • 

o , 
" , 

, 
'Y' " ," 

" 

, (. , 
"-, \ -. . ~, , . " 

, , , , ' , .~ .... 
, 1 ~ " 

, , , 

muni ty. -She appe ars content, : ~trong , in' Will ~d self. " . 
,~ ... t" '" 'lit. 

: ". and her. p'ow~r' finallY, draws 'Polyte, m,ay. fr~m 'hi s world .. ' . 
/. , . ' .' ' , . ~" " ,". 

at the 'end' 8.fJ he quit~ lÙ:s store to. follow in her. fOQt-
, . ' Cl t 

-st~ps. , 
"Chopin perhaps sugg~sts~ in this open' ,en,ding, th,at' 

d~spite' appearallces and', expect~tiOnfJt the aiienated may 
\"r ( • , • 

l ,; 

~ead a desir?J;lle, even ènviablet existence ·baaed on ·re-

~~~ibiè and ~es~onaive affection '~d coneem. B~t, '6~1 
. ;' ,'. .. , . 

,course, Azelie ia forev~r' a social anom'aly, ~j;ke the, . 
.. Ii' " ~ 1 j .. • ~ ~ 

animal in '"Emancil'at~on." Her pru:tieuJ.,~ c.ase ,oi',ferS 

. ~pÙci t mo~als .but nôt a mOdel of consciouSness or ' 
1 ... ' , '. • • \ 

.. • 0 \ 

struggle. Hers'· ie a complete, se'1.f-con~ained, sel.f-

sufficient wo;ld in 'whiéh' aii goo~ thïngs cOtqè .to hE!X'" at 

'l~t .• : Thi'~ ~,s ,not the ~YPical ,~'on~i tion exPlored' in 
• 1 • 

~hopin ',a later ~i~tion. 

",The' story of mi .Hour." on .the o,ther' hand, " ' 
" , 

detai~s a very .ordinary reali'ty ,anq. ia a conscientiaus 
, , 

analysie of that moment '1n a woman' s life when the ' 
, ~ \' 

, -
bO!-Uldaries ,o:!' the accepted everydaN world are Bud4énlY'" 

" 

',' 

, . 

shattered' and . .'the. process of self-consciousness. begihs .. 

,Lou~s~ Mailard, duti~ wife . ~d tru~ wornan t iB gentlY' .. ' .. < : 
. 

,1 tol.d that her hq.sband has be~n killed in a t1='ain acci- ' 

. dent. Rer reéponse ie atypical. ,and i t iB thi~, that ,is 
, ' 

, th,e subject' ,of the stOryl what Louise thinks and ~eels 
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as she finds 'herse~f thrUst into soli~ude se~:f'-. 
, ' 

contemplation for' the tirst time. 

''l' ' Loùisé appears in the opening as the fr.ail", 
, .. , . 

" l' ~enteel. dêvoted wif'e, of a prosperous busipessman 1 she 

, , 
, " 

'. 

'a;,"' 

'y 

.. 

. . -

J' .~ 

" 

,; , 

'-

, i'8' at first only named as sU:ch. Mrs. MalléilI"d. 'However,-

her firs.t response to the traiedy indicates a second 

r ' Louise nestling within the ,social: shell • 

" 

'. 

• _ •• sile did not he ar the story aS' many women 
}'lave heard the same,: wi th a paralyzed inabili ~ 
to accept i ts significance. She wept at once, 
wi th ~dd.en, wild abandonment, in her sister' s 
arms. 1 . ' . ' 

cnop~ thus implies that' some part of Louise readily 

~c~pts the news. She,a1so intimates that since Louise 

'unconsciously chooses ,to enfold herself in a~female 

embrace and not hi the arms' of the. 'male friend who tells 

, her of Mallard's d~ath, L,?uise has already turned to .a 
, . \ . . , 

:f'emale w:o,rld,' one in which she 'ls central. It ie in 

,the mid-section of the stOTy, set in Louise' s room, that " 
1 • 

Louise and Chopin' s rea.çier explore and come to under-. 
. , 

stand reaction and potential action, social self (Mrs., 

M àllard) and pri vate, female self' (Louise)~, 

Louise si ts before an open" window at first 

thinking nothing but merely letting impr~ssions of 'the 
, , , 

• <\" 1 

outer and inner worlds wash over her. She is ,physically 

and spiri tu~ly dep1.eted but l's still sensu.Qusly recep-

tive. She ,~~e~ the' "new SRring lite" ( 352') i~ budding 
" trees, smells rain, hears htunan and animal .song as wall· 

l ' 
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as a man "crying his wares" (352). She ia both,iike à 

tired child dreaming a sad dream (353) and a young woman 

self-restrained but with hidd~n strengths. 'She is yet 

Mrs. Mallard. 

As she sits in lia suspension of intelligent 

thought" (353), she feels something unname able' coming, ~6 

her through her senses. It is frightening because It ls" 

not of her true womanhood world; i t reaches to' her f"rom 

the larger world outaide and would "possess her" (353). 

The unnameable is, ot course, her selt-consci,ousness 

which ls embraced once she names h~r experience as eman­

cipation and not destitution. "She said it over and over 

under her breath, 'free, free, free" ••• Her, pulses beat. 
" ' 

,\ 

fast, and the coursing blood warmed and relaxed every inch 

of her body" - (353). It la at thls point that she begins 

to think, once she has been reborn thTo~h and in her 

body. 
1 

Louise -is immediate-Iy 'aware of her two selves and 

comprehends how each will co-exist, the old finally givmg 
• 0_ 

, 
way ta the one new self. Mrs. Mallard will grieve for 

hèr husband who had laved her, but Louise will eventually 

ravel in the .tmonstrous joy" (353) of self-fulfil,J.ment, 

b~yond ideologic~ strictures an,d the repre,ssive effects 

of love, 

••• she would live for herselt. 'There would be no­
powerful will bending hers in that bl'ind per­
sistence wi th which men and women believe tl:ey 

" 
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have a right to imp se a private will upon a 
fellow,-creature. A kind intention or a cruel. 
intention made the t seern no less a crime, as' 
she looked upon it that brief moment of il-
lumination. \ 

And yet she had loved him--sometimes. O~ten 
she ,had not. ,What di i t matter. What could 
love, the unsolved rnystery, count for in !açe of 
this possession of self-assertion which sh.e' 
'suddenly recognized as the strongest impulse of 
her beingl (353) , , 

It i5 only after Louise .embraces this new consciousness-­

her sense of ,persona! and spiri ~ual freedbm in a new 
world--that sh:e is named,' ironically, by her ,sister, who 

does not even imagine the revolution that has taken' place 

in Louise' s own room and person. Yet Chopin does not 

allow simple, utopiail. endings, and Louise' s sister' s in­

trusion into Louise' s world prefigur~s :the abrupt end , 

to her "drinking in a very elixir of life t~rough' that 

open, ~indow" (354). 

Louis_e l.eaves her room and descends again mto 
. ' 

her past worl.d. Though she carries herself "like, a 

, " 

goddess of Victory" (354) and has overcome the constraints - " 
. " 

of her past self, she is not armed for the, lethal intru-' 

sion of the past world ,through her front door. Brently 

Mallard unlocks his door and enters unharmed. His retum 

from the dead kills Louise, and ,Chopin 1 s conclusion is 

the critical and caustic remark that all believed "she 

had died of heart disease--of joy that kills" (354). !t 

ls beyond irony to' be left at the end wi th the knowledge 

that only Louise and the reader perceive'd the earlier 

". 
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'"death tl of M:rs. Mall d ,an,d t:rue womanhood and that, 

indeeèi, it was a monstro joy--the blrth of indi vidua.l , ' 

, self--and the erasur~ of th t fulfflled desire by thè 

return of her husband and, nee~ssarily, her old self 

that, murdered he;r. Far f;om b~~ a melodranatic 
, , \, 

end!ng:, the qoncluslOll; both int'orms' and warnsl should' a 

woman "see 'the rèal world, and her individual self within ' 

it and :hen be denied the r!ght ta live~ut th~t. v~~ion. 
.' , t}].at way lies non-sense, self-division, ~ dissolutidn. 

, , .'. Chopin' s' anal~,sis of womanhood ideology and quest for 
. ' 

self'here takes on a darker hue. her earlier stories 
.. 

examined' the destruction of women who lived wiothin trad-, 

i tional society, thls piece offera no e,scape tor, those 
, ' 

who. ,live outaide of that world but only so in themselves. 

Either w,ay, Chopin 8eems to be saying, lie8 self'-oblivion 

if only the individus! change and not the world. 
-

At this time, Chopin al.so exPlored motherho-od in 

severa.! st~ries, no doubt as part of her own process of 

consciousness. Louise was' alone and had no other accept-
, . 

~le world--a~ i'deology had, picturéd the warld of qtothers 
, " 
and children--in which ~o fulfill herself. ,In such 'warks ' 

as "Regret," wz:itten 17 september 1894, and "Athé'nais9'," 

written 113-28 April 189.5, Chop,in depicted the femal~ 
. , 

.desire. for children as weH as' the sup-posed power and 
f - ~ • " 

- l' • 

s~rength granted to mother~. Ath~naise.' t'or example.' ia 

" \ 

transt'ormed by he~,pregnancy which is ~escr~bed.as her 

.' 

.' 

'. 
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'sensuous aW,akening and her sel:f'-contained experience. 

Chopin, however, ~oved quickly .from that line of argUment 

and later focussed 'on motherhood as yet anothe~ form ct' 

ideological entrapment which sorne women accepted, along 

witr(the loss of self, and sorne did not. "A Pair "of Silk 

Stockingl:{,'" wr~ tten in April 1896, shows the dark side of 

mOltherhood and repeats major elements from "The Story, of 
, 

an Hour" wi th only a few shifts in class and setting. 
1 

\' . 
In -this piece, a genteel but poor wqman, seemingly 

wi thout support and alane except for her children, experi .. 
.. \ < 

ences an aw~ening of sensuous. self. Mrs. Sommers is a . 

woman bom to a better class th an the' one she marr~d, 

into, but' she is also a true woman who nei ther 'shirks\, 

sacrifice for her family nor thinks of anything beyond her 

Immediate life as mother and martyr 1 

She had rt0 time--no' second of tirne ta devote ta 
the past. The needé of thè present absorbed h~r 
every faculty. A vision of the futur,~ lik~ some 
dim, gaunt monster sometime's appalled hèr, but ' ~ 
luckily to-morrow never come s .19 ' 

As in Louise Mallard's case, the unexpeèted oceurSI 

Mrs. Sommers cornes into a veritable fortune'". ~ifteén 

4011ars, whieh she originally plan.~ :~o spend on her 
> 

children. Also like Louise, she iS physieally and spi;;. 

ri tU.a11y exhausted when she arrives at"· the moment of 

contemplation and action; one begins to see here cIe arly 

. Chopin' s defini tio~ of the usual effect of' womanhood 

lire 1 self-depletion. Again just like Louise, 'sh~ 

. -" " 
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, , . ,---
exp'eri'l!n~f7s .a sen'suo'us moment--here the particularly 

- 1 • 

:female, re,sponse. ta a specifically feminine luxury, silk 
, t 

, 'st~ckihg;s'--which re awakens her female sel+'. an experienee , . 
, ' 

. , 

, " , 
" 

,-
" 

which, ~im~ltane?U8Iy embraces and engulfs' her ln monstr~us 
'. 
joy 'f~om whlch, there i·s no. deslre for escape.-' 

After she buys and put~ on the stockings, she too 

cornes to a suspen~lon of lntelleçtual thought prior to 
f ,. • ...., "' 

re birth of her, se lf 1 . 

She was not going thr'ough any aeute ,mental 
process or l!'.easoning wi th hersel!, nor was she 

" striving to explain ta, her sati.s:faction the 
motive of her action. She.was not thinking at 
all. She s'eemed for the time' to be taking. a ' 
rest from that laborious and fatlguing funetion 

'. 'and' to have aban'doned hersel! to sorne mechani­
cal impulse that directed .her actions' and freed . 
her'of responsibility. (50~) . . '. 

She :feels, she Is sensuqusly all ve, she! b,egins to be her 

old self made new by her g'i;e ater' ehjoyment of self-ful-
, , 

fil~ent. Of.course,'tomorrow doea come for her just as 
. .-

Bren"tly Mallard returned to Louise, and wnile the reali-

zatipn of her ,momentary freedom--she. spends ~.he' money on 

herself-- and her p,ermanent· obligation--~hat .'.to her 
.' l' 

chi~dren-~does not kill Mt's. Sommers, i t la cle,ar that 

she i5 thrown into B:"deSl'air trom ,which there ls' no 

reseue. For Chopin, there is nevet' an easy resolutiori 

to wornan" s quest' f~r- 'self and fulfi:l.lDreht of de sire • 

It i5 the theme of desire that threads througl'l 
, 

Chopin' s major stories written immedlately prior to her 
-work on The Awakening. Even as she celebrated the 

Senses as the breaking ground for consciousness, she 
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also portrayed the purely sexual à.s another trap into 

which b6th men and wamen fall. Desire 'becomes passion 

in th-ese warks, and pas~ian proves as 'much. an entrapment 

as ideolqgically conventional love. 

"Her Letters," wri tten 29 Navember 1894, la 
\ '.-::- -

. important' bath because i t examines male and female 

passion and because i t contains what will become the 

central image of The Awakening. In this sl\o~t story, a 

woman ··pained a,nd savage,,20 wi th passion goes to destroy 

ner lover' s letters. It ls a leaden dey of' "no gle~ • 

. no' rift. no promis,e ll (398). when she can no longer ~hink 

"but only teel and act as a wounded animal would • 

. Wi th her sharp white teeth she tore t.l}.e far. 
corner from the letter, 'where the name was 
writtenr she bit the tom scrap and tasted it 

'between her 1ip5 and u~on her tongue like sorne 
god~given morsel. (399 r 

.' Unable ta give up the letters; she entrusts them te her 

husbapd' scare. he will destroy them wi thout reading 

them. 

A year later she has died. and on anather leaden 

'day of "no gleam, no, promise·' (400), he finds the letters, 

suffers a conflict of will about reading them, and 
. 

finally throws them unopened into a river. His initial 

discovery illuminates for us the relationship and ri:ft, 

between husb and and wlfe, a point brought home by the 

bleak refrain, and his later journey to water clarifies 

th~ ~mptiness of ordinary lite and the despair which go 

J. 
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;---, h'and in hand wi th willful nonconsclousnesa. He realizes 

, that he will never know her true self and 'that he ls 

forevemore alienated from herl "The darkness where he, ' . 

stood was impenetrable ••• le aving him alone in a black, 

boundless universe" (402). His passion for the now 

forever unattainable union and his "man-instinct, of 

pOElSsession" (LJ.Ol) lead him to see her as his only ~al­

vation 1 to lmow "the secret of her exi sten ce " ,( 404) will' 

be to know his 9wn self and the meaning of his existence. 

It la the romantic dream of At Fault become nightmare, a, 

path to madnèss and self-destruction instead of new' li~e. 
~ 

It la now that Chopin empowers her water symbol. 

as' will ôccur in The Awakening, he're making i t the unna­

tural sub'ject of a madman t s perverted passion to know and 
, 

to be known by another. The husb and returns to the river 

and the darkness, emasculated by his inabill ty to know, 

.savage in his need for consummation. He believes he hears 

the call of the water. 

-

It babbled, and he listened to i t, and i t tolci 
him' nothj,.ng,' but i t' promised' all. He could hear 
it promising him with caressing voiee, ,peace and 
sweet repose. He eould hear the sweep; the song 
of the water inviting him. (405) '. 

,He al1:swers by drowning himself, "to' join her and her 

secret thought in the irtune asurable rest" (405). Both now 

""rest" in the sarne final state but not, as the romantie 

madman woùld have i t, together, instead~ they are t'orever 

ali~n'at8d in de.ath.--the ultimate disBolutioI:1--as they were 

~ . ,. 
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. 
in life. P asslon m8:kes no new worlds. Q 

Chopin' s exploration of the dark side of desire, 

illuminates only the funereal breach of self-taï th and 

, . 

the impenetrable state of demented nonconsciousness which, 

passion gives birth to and nurtures. For Chopin, passion' 
. ' 

alone is eventual death and not the way tq~ard self-f'\ll-

t'illment. 

The ·theme s ot' mind split t'rom bOdy, dual and c6n~ 

flicting se~ves, the entrapment of wit'ehood, motherhood,; 

. and sex, the pull of, desi~e an.d the pain of passion intro-

duced in' the stories discussed above will all, become 

l central isst,les in The Awakening. Through the creation of 

these works. Chopin had informed herselt of sub jects 

crucial to women and" at times, men. She had seen the 

fissures in the social fabric and would now pr'Oc.eed to 
:: "..l 

,-
tear apart that neat cover cloth a:f'ter one last' str?Ulge , 

t'ictional release--a story which both' enc'apsulates the 

last major images of The' Awakening and,remains dist'anced 
-

trom the apprehension and' càmpreherision shown in that· , 
, . 

work. 
.-

Il An Egyptian Cigarette, ". wri tten in April 1897', , 
" 

, . 
ls Chopin' s concentrated prima! vèrsi'on qf ,The AWakening; 

;. . ' 1 • 

. ...' ~. a dream wi th in a tale J..n wh±cl} the- dreamer escapes t'he, 
, , 

nightmare. Again, Chopin ,cr~ates' a hi,ghly' unconventional 
, , 

. woman and si tuat1.c;m whlch .alléw -a rTontragic if. ·perElexing 
,. - ' .' 
ending. That the "female c~aracter who d'reams is similar ' 

, , 
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'~ 

i'a the fe~aie wri ter wlio' creates is obviousl indeed,' that 

:the 'fictional woman maint~s firm grasp of her 8e11"­

poss~,ssion' despi te 'her visions must have been a desire 

"_ .. ; ~d dream o-r her ereator as well. 
.. i· .. 'II, • ~" ..... : Ml;' 

..... - y' 
,;' ,' ..... 

1 •. ",,' 

:' 

In this short work,. a cosmopolitan woman is given 
(-',1- îJ ,.~. 

à box of Egyptian cigarettes which contain som" sort of '\.t~.,. • '~> .. 

' • .> 

.' . ',J' , 
- ~ 1;.. 1 _ -

" 

, e 'hallucinogenic drug. She smokes one' and immèdiately ex-. , 
periences a di-st~rte.d. and perverse vision of passion and 

despair. ~ the dream. a woman driven wild wi th longing 

, " lies in the desert abandoned by her lover. She <;lreams of 

'. following him to entrap him once more wi th, her love. 
.-'.,..}. !.. .' ( .... ~ 

Ensn'ared by her own passion, she lies dyirlg in the heat 

. ' 

, , 

, , . 

,', 

; . ' 

," ." 

lP' .. -.. 

.' 
, .. ' 

1 • 
" , 

' . 

, 

and thinks f.inally only Qi re aching: the ri ver. She aon-
, . 

siders the ironyo o~ her l~e 'and it~ end, 

,~ 

l laughed at the oracles and scof'~ed at the 
stars when they told that after the rapturè 
of li~ I17would open my arms invi ting de ath, 
and the waters would envelop me. 21 .. ' 

,~ 

Like Edna at :the end of The Awakening, she review~ 

her 'li'f'e, how she had lived outside ot religion and , 

, socièty for the sake of her love and how she ls now 

abandotled by all. As ~he is phy-sically tormented by sun 

and ,sand, ~he experiences a momentary shift in conscious .. 

nes~. "It seems to me that l have Iain here for days in 
l 

, the sand, feeding upon despair. Despair is bitter and it 

no~ishes resolve" (5'72). Above her, - as will be above 
\ > 

\ 

Edn~, she hears "the wings of a bird flapping above LheiJ 
1 : 

" 

head~, flying low. in circles" (,572). She too reaches 

.. • 
',' 

CI 1&. '~_ .... , \. l".. 
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water and goes into· i tr like Edna she' su!'.f'~rs a' moment of 
,\11 r 'la· • • .... J , 

,~ . fe ar ,at i ts embrace l lik,e Edna she moves toward resolutio,r:l 

'into "the sweet r.apture of rest" (572), he.r_ senses alive 

and fulfiUed at' last. " 

The dre amer awakens ~t thié poin,t, disoriented 

and distressed af'ter h!!Ving thus "tasted the d~pths of 

h'Wllan despair" (572). 
~/r ii~ • 

, ; 'e "',.' ;. . J.~ 

She contemplates ~he other dreams' 
r Il ~, .. ;~. '- .... 1 ~f ,,t - , . 

waiting for~her in;the 
~ \ • L 

remainini' é~g~et't~s"" ., r .~ 

'~ 
. ' 

••• what might l 'not .:t"ind in their mystic fumes? 
,,' Perhaps a vision 'of celestial peace, a dream of . " 

hopes f'ul.f'illed, a taste of rapture, sueh aS ,,' 
had not entered into my mind,to co~eive. (573) 

~ . 
1 ' 

... 
" 

~'T- • 

Sut she is not, f:inally, a'seer. She destroys" the' ciga- '1.""" 
n • ' ,..~ ~ .. 

...... "" _ ~ .~f:'-J'" l , 

; rettes."and is only "'a litt~e the worse for a dream .... 'fI ," 
r 0 , 

(573). Chopin;' however, does not deny her visions nor' ',., 
0-

forge't those 'th"at hàve come be.f'ore. Her ;r~solve mov~s",: 
, 

her to final exploration of woman' s ' compliei ty in he'r 

self-oppression and her abi~i ty to overcome s,~lf-repress~:on~ 
" , 

........... Two months atter wri ting this story, Chopin b,egan The" ',1:',\ 

, 
,;... ~, 

, , 

.Awakening. 
" 

Q 

,/11 , 

The Awakening. 'The Death of the' Self 
t , j 

The 'Awakening, originaliy enti tled "U'A SOlftary 
, .. 

SOu~" and written between June 1,897 and 21 January '1898, 

begins wi~h·'an assault on the ~enses and intellect. A 

brightJ,y colored parrot caged .j~st. 'outside the 'do~r of "8. 
~.. • .... r" 

" ,1 

" 
1./ ~T 

" , 

" 

" 

.~ .. \ 

. 
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Sapristi: Th~t' s all' rightl 1,.22 as another pet beside it, 
'Ii 

a mocking bird, sings' "wi th maddening persistenc,e" (881). 
, , 

Thus, ambigu,ous warriings ,and wild elation open Edna 

Pontellier':;J experience of self-awakening and an accounting 

of the danger,s of such 'attemptad self-fulfillment. That . ' , 
her history is :tle'd inextricably to thit of men and pàtri­

archal ideology is made clear"by. the'firet introduced 
" ' 

" 

, " 
characters--her husband" children, and future lover. That 

her ât~ry will n,ot be a simple happy one, i8 foreshadowed 

" 'oy' the: music chosen for the' opening, "Z amp-a, If .a highly 
- 1 ' 

'sentimenta..1 opera of rOII)ance and death by water. Further-' 
.' 

• , ' J' 
'!nore, that Edna ia at the pOJ.nt of rebellion, at the . , 

" , r. 

'mommnt before the quickeping .of, consciousness, is' 'made , " . -
. evident in ,the verY first pages of this brief but in~ensely~ 

ant1-~oman~i.c work:. 
, )~ ? 
Again; Chopin presents us wi th a woman as outsider, 

, '. "; ~dnat whose 'case o ,is made more CO~Pl~X by her apparent se-·. 

curity in and attaclunent'to he,r husband's world. Married' 
1" ~ ,. J 

.' 

. . . 
,,'ta the consununate businessman, Lèonce Pontellier, -she is 

t ,. , 

acciepted in his Creole society.as an enchanting if some-, , , 

wh·at naiv"e là,dy. In actuality, she, i~ forever outsrde the 

idéals of that society 'but simultane~usly entrapped in ,the 

social and sexual business' of that world. Raised in 

Kentucky ~d Mississippi, she' is neither Creole nor part 

of· the old way; instead,t she is "an American wom,an, wi th' 
" a SIIlâ.l:l infusion of French which see~,ed te have beerf lest 
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in dil.u;tion,t (884). Though she 'is- part. oï',;Creole ~society 
(-,., ~ ~,~ 

, . 
by virtue of her ~arriage" it, ls markedly clear: sne ls, 

.alièn l' she, 'unlike the' o'ther women in the' novel, ls ;0 
, " ,; 

named the Amer~c,an ,way 1 !1rs.' P·onte!lier •. 'La:te~( thre 

reâder learns that E;dna' her~élf i6 "not th:oroughly at 

, . 

, .. .. Il 

'home in' the s~ciety of 'Creoles" (889),' ttlat the supposed . , ' 
1) ~ Il ~ , 

, -freeporn of t,hat 'pe ople cauP4.ed wi th ,the ir ste ~y. re-
, , 6 

'pres'sion of ,female self-will' confuses her. Indeed, she . ,~() 

1 

ia unl.ike the other women and, as is'pointed ou~ in the 

,first incident- 'Of the, novel, does not play her ideological , 
'. I~ 

roles well.', 

. "In the first chapter, Edna haJ been ,swimming in 

.~~~ he'a~ of ,the dey with Robert Lebrun, son of the Cr~,ole 
• 

, hoiel propr:i,etess, a m,an strikingly s'imilar to Edna in 

appearance,. age and temperament. This harmless experienc'e-
, ' 

coupled wi th Léonce' s annoyance wi th th'e womanho'Od worl.d 
~ a 1 

of leisure le ads to a series of accusations and, arguments . '1 

betweèn the Pontel~iers. Lèonce first admonishes 'her for . ' 

her dev,aluation 9f the wif'e self' he ownS-l "tyou are 

, bu:rnt beyond recognition,' he added, 'IGo'king at his wit"e , 
, 

as one looks at a valuable piece of pe'rsonal property 
, ,1 . . . 

which has suff'ered sorne q.amage" (882). She responds ·by , 

lo'oking at her tanned hands, realizes' she l.acks ,her' ' 
, 

• wedding rings--L~once is keeping these safe for her-':..anct 
~ , 

, , 

., ,,' submissiv~ly' pute- .them back on, putting on her witehood " 

aS weJ:l. However, Ed.n~ canndt long keep up the shoW' of 
,.. 

,\ -
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,:', ~ompliance, instead' turning he; attention to Robert. 

,~ 

Leonce. th en goe.s', to amen' s club, returning late in' the 
" 

night and willing to play husband agâin to Edna • .- She , 
disaPpolnts hlm by giving lese than full àttention to 

':' "', his anecd,otes, failing a second tim~ as wife l "He 

:, '~hO';lght i t very' discouraging that l1is wif'e. who was the 

.'. ",sQle ob ject of his existence, evinced so li ttle interest 

ln t~ings ~hich 'concerned him, and value'd 80 li ttle hiâ 

c'onve'rSàtfon" (885). His second line of attack ls to 

fault 'her mother sel~1 he tells he~ a patent lie that 

one of thei'r sons is deathly il1, and when this el1cl ta 

~o qul~k respon~e, L~once ",reproached his wife wi th her. 

l, ,inàttention, her hahi tuàl neglect of the!, children" ; (885). . ' 

, " 

In'a parodic' echo of the birds in the opening--which, in 

':tact, 'drove Léonce out of the hotel' wi th their noise--
\ 

,( . 
he steadf~stly and verbaJ.ly assaul ta her in ft a monotonoua, 

insistent way" (88,5) unti1 he drives her from bed and 

reste He then sleeps, and, of course, Èdna dlscovers 

that there i~ nothing amiss. ,1' at least wi th her children, 

This, as Chopin makes clear, ls the atuff of 

n'ormal m,arriages, incidents such as the above that occur 

. and ar.e as quickly forgiven and forgo.tten. 
,,-

,Leonce, for 

all his boorishness, ia not a poor husband in the world 
" , 

of true womanhoqd ideology.' He is a-cons~ientious pro-

vider, a distantly affectionat'e father, a true man wh9 
,l' '. f. ,1 

pul+s' his, weig~t tn the bu~iness 'world at:ld' èJq)eèts hi's 
" 

. " , ' 
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, . 
-ramilial sphere to give proof of this while,ofilring, nim ' 
respite. In terms of reactianary ideology, he is, in 

tact, an ideal husband, a truth, as Chopin iro~ically 

shows, which even Edna cannot dispute (887). That he' 

cannot person~ly understand his wife nor fully "deI'ine 

to his own sat~sfaction or any one elsets wherein his 

wi-re fai.led in her duty toward their children" (.887) is 

perplexing but not, ~~ally. solely '~is problem. For, 

as Chopin makes obvious, L~once's feelings are correct, -4-. 

Edna is not the ideal helpmeet or mother. 

Edna is a soli tary soul, Il diffe~ent from: the 

crowd" (894). She is described as "young, light, wi1:h 

eyes that are quick. and bright" (88'3). She sees things 

in a different way thari others do, albeit not ri'ece'ssar":' 

j,ly at first \vith insi.ght b~t, instead, with inner 

'sighta "Sha had a way ,of turnihg Dier eyey Swi-rtJ.Y upon 

an objèct anci holding them. there as if lost in some inw~d 

maze of, cont~mplation or th6ught" (883). Just so does . 
~. "'.o 

Edna perceive the altercation with .L6once: that ni~ht she 
, " ' 1> • \,' 

si ts alone outside, surrounded bY h,the everlasting 'Voice ' 

of' the se ail. which comes ta her like Il a rnournf'ul' ~ullaby~' 

( 886), and 'like Chopin' S other water cre ature's i . she ' b~gi.ns 
. ' 

to teel the entrap~ent of self. 

An indescribable opp~ession', which' seerned to 
generate 'in sorne unfamiliar part of her con- . 
'~ciousness, filled her whole being with· a '. 
v?€;ue anguisn .. · It", was like a shadow, ·like a . 
mist passing acros~ her soul' s ,sumnfer ·d~.. It: 
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was strange and untami~iar, i t was a mood. 
; (886) 

Thus does Edna' s apprehension of self begin .. as wi th' 

Chopin's other rebel women, out of a state of physical 

and,spiritual depletion; this self-dramatization,.how~ 

ever, is 'cut short by a too real invasion of mosquitoes: 

Chopin will not now descend into romanticization unless 

it be to detail and expose it as such. Her c~ncern is 

alw ay S' to' portray phases, crf ~onconsciousness and self~ 

èonsèiousness~ and, despite the seeming èamera-eye ·pbje~ti~. 

. v~ ty of her narrator, she makes clear throughout the 
, . 

ditference between reaction and action, s~asis and 

se~f-discovery. Chopin would have the fead~r ~ee, just 

. 8.S!' Edna understands herself, that Edna is feeling but not 
" . 

thinkingl . "She was just having a' good' cry all ta herselt''' 

($86) • 

Shortly thereafter, 'Chopin indicates that Edna 
J' 

, has be~un thinking, in ~art becau'se of her .'relationsÎ?-ip's 

, with Ad~le Ratignolle ànd' Robert. Ad~le ~is what Edna is· 

not l " a môther-woman tl 
' (887), o~e of the reigning types -

at Gr·and Isle. For all Edna', s glorification of Ad~le--', 

for example, she pictures her as a, l\'Iado~a--Édna also 
, . 

real~zes 'that ~d~le' is a willing se~f-martyr" she is one 

of those "wàmen who idolized,their children, worshiped . 

their h~sbands, and estèemed it a holy privilege to ~ff,ace, 

themselves as indivi4uals and grow wings as ministering 

ang.els"· (888). Edna ià too much a realist 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 Ad~le 

does so--for example, in past flirtations with Robert-­

merely serves to confuse her. Though drawn to Robert 

who appears to be almost her male soul, Edna hersel!' 

-cannat pl~ romantically but must takè Robert seriously 

or not at all, or, as Adèle later warns Robert, ... She i.e 

not one of us; she is not like us. She might make the 

unfortunate blunder of taking; you ,seriously'" (900). Edna 

is th~s faced with more living reminders of her aiienation 

and her limited consciousness, and she must find sorne 

individual or entity beyond these to help her understand 

that which entraps her. 
, 

The sea which surrounds hert sings to her in her 

ffadness, and engul:fs her in "seductive odor" (892) is that 

'whieh awakens her senses and self. It mirrors her own 

philosophical predispositions--like the rivers in,earlier 

stor,ies do for their listeners--and offer's beyond s~lf­

confi~ation the sensual fulfillment of ~elf-desire, 

The voiee of the sea is seductive; never 
cèasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, in­
vi ting the" soul to wander for' a spell, in, abysses 
of solitude; to lose itself in Mazes of inward 
contemplation. 

The voice of the sea speaks to the soule 
The' t6uch of the- sea is sensuous, enfolding the 
bodY. in its soft, close embraee. (893) 

" ~he sea washes ovez.. hèr senses at all times and, as wi th 

the sense e,q,eriences of the soli tary souls in the short 
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, 
stories, aw-a.kens both her body and mind. What 1 t shows -

, 

her la that she cannat lead the dual life ,of Ad~le, 

cannot be a true woman who wlllfully sublimates self­

consclousnessl "In short, Mrs. Pontellier was beginning 

to realize her position'in the universe as a human being, 

and to recognize her relations as an individual to the 

world within and about her" (89). Chopin indicates that 
~-

this movement of qulckening consciousness cannot be any­

thing but "vague, tangled, chaotic, and exceedingly 

disturbing" (893) and that, again, pr6cess instead of 

singular revelation is all. 

That Edna has from e arly on been predisposed to 

'see;ing the individual or abnormal instead of the socially 

determined or acceptable ia shawn in her childhood re- -

membrance s , 

Even as a child she had lived her own small 
life all wi thin hersel!. At a very early 
period she had apprehended instinctively the 
dual life--that outward existence which 
conforma, the inward life which questions. (893) 

She has a1ways been both susceptible to the sensuous ànd 
, 

intuitiv,!!ly aware of her circumscribed female existence; 

her awakening, however, cames only ,af'ter ~ntellectÜal 

apprehension of her feelings. First, Edna's at~raction 

- ta Ad~le's beauty and Ad~le's sympathetic response to 

Edna·s,tentative self-disclosures encourage Edna to 

explore the continuum of her experience, the past out'of 
'\... 

which cornes her pr-esent and on which her ~tuture" la pre-

, . 
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dicated. Shortly after her confrontation with Léonce, 

~dna and Adèle si t alone by the sea. Edna stares into 

.' ' 

the water, and in ansWer to Ad~le' s question about her 

inwardness, she consciously explores the maie o! her inner, 

contemplation, "'1 was really not conscious of thinking 
, .,;>.-

of anything; but perhaps l can retrace my thoughts'" (896~. 

'Thé sea has made her recall another "sea" of her childhood: 

she thinks of 

a summer day in 'Kentucky', of a me adow th at 
seemed as big as the ocean to the very llttle' 
girl 'walking through the grass which was ,higher , 
than her waist. She threw oùt her arms as if -
swimming when she walked, beating, the tall grass 
as one strikes out in the water. (896), . 

.... .. . . 
Edna further recalls her childhoqd ~e~se of. self-limi~a~ 

tion and· unending search, "'My sUn-bc;mnet obstructed' tl1e 

view. l could see onl~ the' stretçh of green bef0re me,' 
, ' . 

and l fel t as ft l must walk on forever, wi thout cœing 

to the end of i t't'" (896). More importantly, she under­

stands the conn~ction af that self ta her present, how 

her horizons are yet unsighted and her search bewildering, 
• ,< 

"'sometimes l fee~ this summer.as if'l were walking 
, , 

through the green Meadow again: id~y, 8.1mlessly, un-
"" 

thinking and unguided' If (897). Ad~le' ~ response' is to 

enclasp Edna' s hand, an affect:l.onate but ul:tim~te'ly 
" , 

futile sign of feminine sympathy ~out the womanhood con-

dition. This first car~ss, ho~eve~, serves to provoke 

Edn,a' s further sel.f-explo~ation't the sen'suous, even in 

small ways, l~àds to self-rea1i~ation and denial of blind 
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and habi tu al or nonconscious behavior. 

Edna, begins ta, analyze her past and sees the roots 

of,her self-aJ.ienation in her childhood's lacks,--he'r 

motherlessne~s ,and her father's coldness--as weIl as her 

propenei 'ty for romantic self-delusic;m. Rer infatuati'on 

.' wi;th uriattainable men--most notably' and ironicaJ.ly thS;.t 

wi th a famous tragedian--and her businesslike aJ.liance 

with'Léonce only furthered her duality, the split between 

inward and outward expression, her desires versus her 

, ,fulfillment of social expectations. She had, like so 

Many 'wornen, effecte'd' the seaJ.ing off of her self-will and 

knowledge by roman~ically separating'unreaiizab~e passion 

:.trom re,ceived adorat'ion; -like Oèsiz:-àe, she had, ~ettled' 

'~èrsèlf 'securely in idolnessi 

As the davoted,wife of ra man who worshiped her, 
: she feIt' she would talce her place wi th a certain 

dignity in t4e world of reality, closing the 
~orta+s forever behind her uP9n the realm of 
romance,and dr.eama. (898)' J' . 

, ) 

Sa too doea' she teke on the role of mother, .11 a responsi­

~b~lity whièh sh".e had blindly, ~sumed and for which Fate 
,. , . ' . 

had not fi tt~d' hèr" (899 f. ' It is ~~lY now, wi th Adèle by 

the se a, that she begins tG percel ve th~ dark side of 

mundane roma:p-ce, that to be a wife and mother is, for 
, ~-

same~ only another'de~ial,of, ~elf~reality. She 'is, ,how-

ever. d~spi~e the ~oncern ând shoW of affection from .. 
Adèle and R.obert, alone wi th this re'aliz ation, ~d s~e 

cànriot, ag~, talce her intuitions ~ step further ,toward 

l , 

. " 

., '\ 

> , 

, ' , 

" 1 . ' 

" 

, , 

L 
1. " 
l, 
l' 
1 i 1 

, i 
1 
1 
! 

,1 

1 .,----

f l ' 
1 " l ' -L ~ 

t 
1. 

1 
! 
l, 

1 
:T: 
, l' 

, ~, 

1 . 



, 1 

, " 

. , 
, " 

, t 

l' '. 

f, 

i' 

( , 

.. , . 

~ " . 

. ' 

'\ . '" 

" , 
~ '. ' , • .. _J,~ ~ f .... ' -10 ...... "" -., ,,~ .. _ ... ,.,.,0'.,.---1 ,., -~.,. ..,.~ ..... \ '-)~~''''''''''''''''1''''''li~~-,J.'''' 

J \ ' 

-', 140 

consciousness Until inspiri ted on'ce more by the sensuous 

embrace of the se.a. 

After her experience with Ad~let Edna couples the 

role .of mother with the call of self, pl~ing with he~ 

, children by the sea. So weeks pass, her reality unchanged'­

Then, at a dinner, the parrot again shrieks, music tram 

"Z ampa" echaes, and Edna experiences another qu-ickening' 

of consciousness. After dancing, she sits alone on the 

gallery, halfway between society and the sea, able to 

survey both. Mademoiselle Reisz, a consummate artist in 

the mold of Paula Von Stoltz, plays Chopin specifically 

for her. Since Edna is susceptible to aesthetic sensuous~ 

ness, music speaks to her in a personal way, she "sees" 

i t and names i t. For example, wh en Adèle played, Edna 

entitled the piece "Solitude" and envisioned a highly'ro­

mantioized portrait of the solitary soull 
, -

When she heard i t, there came 'beiore her imagina­
tion the figure ot a man standing beside a deso­
late rock on the seashare. He was naked. His 
attitude was one of hopeless resignation as he 
looked toward a distant bird winging its flight 
~ay from him. (906) 

When Reisz pl~st Edna does not experience social and 

sexual alienation or remantic fatalism; instead, because 

she is predisposed "te take an impress of the abiding 

truth" (906), she teels self-will and desirel 

She saw no pictures ~of solitude, of hope, of, 
longing, or of despair. But the very passions 
themselves 'were aroused within her souI, 
swaying i t, lashing i t, as the waves, daJ.ly beat 
upen her splendid body. (906) 
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This time Edna. ,enclasps another woman t s hand, and thu,s 

begins a femàle ,world, unIike Ad~le's; which will intorm' 

and urge Edna forward in her g.uest for self. Finally, 

this show of deép symp'athy and self-exposure ,readies 
, - ' 

Edna for the monstr9us joy she embrace's in her moonlight 

swim ,that, night. 

Up ~o thi~ point, Edna, not s~risingly, cannot 
-

'swim nor can .an~one ... sucoee,d ID" teaching he;r. l't is the 

individuality àf ~he activity and not the pnYsicality 

which frightens her 1 Il A certain ungovernable' dread hung 
. 

about her when in the water, ,unless there was a hand ne~ 

by, that mj.ght re ach out and reassure her" (908). Sud­

denly, however. those fears leave her, and, indeed, she 

desires precisely the ,singularity that intj,.midated her 

betore 1 

A feeling of exultation overtook her, as if somé 
power of significant import had been given her 
soul. She grew daring 'and reckless; overesti­
mating her strength. She wanted ta swim far out, 
where no woman' had swum before. (908)' . 

She swims out al one , searches for "space and solitude" 

(908) by gazing at the moonlit horizon and, final~y, 

reaches "for the unlimited in which to lose herself" (908). 

That she does n,ot seek physical annihilation i6 made clear 
4-

py her momentary terror of death by drowning. Edna 

desires only fo embrace _ self' and sd.mul taneously ta ~ree 

hersel! trom womanhood bonds. To that effect, she leaves 

the swimmer.s and walks home alone, claiming her experiehce 
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as. her own despi te the private self-congr,atulation 'of 
, 

others. She also rejects Ro~ert's'rornantfc, mythic 

reading of her swim, determined instead to value and 

attempt understanding o~ -the "thousand emotions [thay 

have, swept through ffiey" (909). Still, she allows, 

: Robert, her supposed psychic twin, to sit with'her in the 

. night and becorne part àf her self-desire ~ 
" . 

That n1ght, the seçond ctmfrontation betweèn 

" , 

, , 

o. 

Edna and L~once occurs, but this','time Edna la' not oppressed ," 

by his possessîve~ess and stubbornness. She refuses to go 

tp theit bed, preferring. to rest outside so that 'she can 

r hear the sound of the sea. She is not asleep as in the 
, . 

tirst altercation, she is in tac.t intenseJ.y awake and alert 
l' ~ 1 

.' tp her dual' l;te staring her' in the face as' Lèonce commands 

her in. 

.' 

, 

, , 

She perceived that her will had blazed up, 
stubborn and resistant. She cou.ld not at that 

,mioment have' done other than denied and resisted. 
She ,wondered if her husband had ever spoken te 
her like that before,. and if she had submi tted 
to his commando Of course she had; she remem­
bered that she had. But she cou.ld not realize 
why or how she should have yielded, feelingoas 
she then did. (912) . 

This tirne she does not weep, and there are no mosquitoes. 

Ins~ead, she experiences physical and mental fatigue 

coupled with the insistent and irritating'presence of 

L~once hovering about herl 

Edna began to feel -like one who awakens gradually 
~ out of a dream. a dalicious, grotesque, im­

possible dremn, to feel again'the realities 
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, pre~sing into her soule The phYsical need for 
'sleep',began to overtake her; the exuberance which 
had sustained and exal ted her spirit 1eft her 
helpless and yielding to the condit~ons which 
crowded her in. (912) l' '-

ç 

After this and in the face of seemingly insurmountable 

obstacles, Edna will attempt to make her dre<am of: self- ". 

fUlfi,llment a re ali ty • 

She begins by r.ecapi tUlating her past, this time 

willfully forcing ev~r.y experience to' its ultimate con­

clusion. Edna has first ,been a babe in the sea. She has 

moved from childlike h~lplessness and subm~ssiveness, td a 

preconsc~ousness of her sensuality and self. She next 
• ~ 

relives her romantic adolescence, this time witb a sup-

posedly attainable man, Robert. 
-, 

The. dey following her swim, Edna moves into a 

state of n,onco,nscious reaction and frenzied action. "She 

was blindly following whatever ilppulse moved her. as if 

she hàd placed herself in alien hands for direction, and 
, 

freed her soul of responsibility" (913). She calls Robert 

to her for the first' time, and together they 1eave for, an, 

out island, a romantic haven. Edna now seems to accept 

Robert's romantic vision of hersel! and revels in their 
l' 

li 

shared expe~ience in near solitudes the y are together 

qutside the Creole society both reject, in another world 

in which their coupled experience is ·nurtured. EdJ;la, 

fatigued after her sel!-awakening, r~-enacts a female 

version of the Sleeping Beauty tale. she goes to a pure 

. .... ) '" ~ 
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white ~oom 'within sound of "the':'volce of th~ sea" (917), 

lles .in a {rirginalJ.y:-:: whl -te bed, and-perceive,s hér own 

body Il as if i t were something ~he saw for the first. tinle', 

the .fine, rirm q'uality and texture 'of .her flesh" (918J 1 

\:1" 

• 0 

Robert 'wai ts for her and tells her later she has slept 

. "precisely 'one hundred years" (919) 1 Chopin here 'indi-
• 1 • 
1 

cates,' however, that Edna' s romantic chatter is self.- '10., 

".' 
... ' ... 4 

1rony and idle play r Robert ls and remairis the one true 

romantlc'. In fa,ct, Edna is more, radical than l?ent iment al , 

whlle Robert would be her unchanged and unchanging lover, '" ".; 

. 

~ ~ 

Edna envislo~s massive social change which would leave., 

tnem bo~h behlnd and alienateda 

, . 

'How Many ye ars have l slëpt?' sh"e' inqu'ired • 
'The whole Island seems changed. A new race 
of beings must have sprung up, . le'aving only 
you and me as,past relies'.' (919) 

Despi te ~heir phil,0sophical differences, Edna 

, . f1.nds that this journey and adventure r,evi talize her' new' 

'self. After their return, she sees again that her singu­

-lar·thou~h lstill limited insight has chan~ed' her forevers 

o' ,,"she tried ta discover wherein thls summer 
, had'been different from any and every other 
summe~ of·her life. She could only realize 

'~hat she herself--her present self--was'in sorne" 
way diff'eren"b> from the other self 1 That she was 
seeing with dif.ferent eyes and making the ac­
quaintance of new conditions in herself that 
·colored and changed her environment, she,did not 
yèt sui3pe ct. (921) . , 

Eqna need not realize her life's permanent alteration 

s~t:lce her everyday e~istence,' even her romance, at 

Grand Isle, still f,i ts the nOnll. lIt is only when the· 
( 
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,,' ,unusual occurs--R,obert' 6 abrupt dep~û~e for Mexico-... that . ~ 

~dna' faces how ùnconsciol1sly she had expected lUm to remain 1 

1 a part of her. immedi.~tè world~ 
, ' 

Furthermore, Edna now must 

~ame her feelings, aJ.thaugh this shows only partial con-
. '\ 

boupd her naw se~f ie to 
y 

sciousness of how inextricably 

\ , ..... i' , her' relationship wi-~}î'Rober~. S~e is fu~l~h~ adolescenée :ot ' 

. , 

< , 
" 

" ' 

'. 

,her nèw life J , , , 

., 

,~ , 

For the first time she ~ecognized anewthe 
symptqmS o~ infatuation wh~ch she felt incipiently 
as a: child, as a girl, in "her earliest teens, and 
later as a young woman." The recognition did not ' 
lessen 'the re al! ty, the po~gnancy of tllte revela-' 
tion',by any suggestiort or promise of instabi'lity. 

\ The pa,st was nothing to her; offered no lesson 
which she was willing to heed. The 'future 'was a 

, mystery whi:ch ~he ne,ver attempted ta penetrate., 
The pres~nt alone was significantr was hers, , to 

-torture her as it was doing then with the biting 
conviction th~t she had lost that which she had, 
held, tnat she had been·denied'tnat which her im­
passioned, newly'awakened being demanded. (927) 

A:f'ter Robert' s abandonment, Edna tums', ta thé 

fi~st link to her new ,selfa the" sea which offers, her 

'l)OW "the only re al ple asurable moments that she knew" (927). 

She also grows increasinglY obsessed with any traces of 
1 -

Robert--photos, lettera, anecdotes--since this fetishism 
, -

both keeps at bay her dull e~istence as ~rs. Pontelller 

and continuously reminds her by ~sociation of her dis­

covered self-will and desire. She protects her inner self 
\ 

from- violation and ia virtually untouchable, especially 

" wi th her husband and children. Only at the end of her 

" , vacation is she foroed into a relationship wi th someone, 

Reisz', one which becomes crucial later on aince Reisz sees 

" î -

1 
, ~/ l, 
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, 

both Rob'~rt. and 'Edrla' in a d,itferent way.' In the meantime, , ' , 

however, Edna moves ta -another re-experien,ce of her dual 

en sten ce • ' 

Edna next ~akes up again her roles as wife and 

mother as the Pontelliers retum ta N~w Orleans.. The 

_1 

, , 

latter part is particul.arly shortlived sinee even at ~Grand 

-Isle Edna had made clear i;hat she could not subsume self 1 

" , ' 

, T 

. in' motherhoods 

. .. 
Edna had 'Once told Màdame Ratignolle that she 
wou1d never sacrifice herself for her children, 

'or'for any: one •••• !I would give up the unessen-
, tial; l would gi ve ,up rny money, l would gi ve my , 
lite for my chîldren J hut, l wouldn' t gi ve m:ysel.,f. 
l can't malte it more clear; it's only something 
which l am beginning to coml'rehend, 'which is re­
vealing' itself to me.' (929) 

Ne~ ther can she long sustain the illusion of devoted wif~. 

She re jects the simple social conventions of re ception 

d~, thus ~ithdrawing her interest trom the business of 

society(. Tl:le materialistic base of :the Ponte'12ier" marri age 
- , . 

bec;:omes cle ar when Léonce attacks her bath for hurting hi's 

business by neglecting ners and for mismanaging his fami­

lial establishment. ' ~hroughout this confrontation, Edna 
• 

deliberately maintains her self-composure and~then retires 

to 'her, room alone. There she attempts a reversa! of her 
\ 

initial submissivenessl she tries to crush underfoot her 

~edding ring. Her failure to do so--the maid hands i t~:o 

back ta her undamaged, and she puts it an--implici tly ~ 
~ 

disclases that the individual cannat sa easily destroy such 

a power~ul ideology and society. Al thaugh Edna daes not 
'\ . , 

, \ 

--".-

'. 

. , 



1 , 
,f, 
l . 

" , 

t' ... 

( 

147 

~ , 
. "y~t eQnceive: of an, alternative to her society, she clear~y. 

,~ees ~the dangers o~ the old ways~ 

Indeed, unlike. Louise M allard, Edna never roman­
t:1cizes the world beyond her window but instead pereei:ves 

it as enemy to her inner selfl 

She fel t z:1Ç) interest in anything about' her. ,The 
street, thè children, the fruit vendor, the 
flowers grow.ing there under,her eyes, were all 
par'rt and, parcel of an alien world which had 
suddenly beeome antagonistic. (93.5) 

E~en when ·she sees the seeming taultlessness pt Adèle's 

marriage and sphere, she cannot aecept that ideologie'al 

role and" realm as self-fulfilling. It is after her visit 
, \ 

to Adele that she gives up all pretense of social conform-

i ty and is thus jUdged insane by Léonce, though not by 

the llarrator or 'resisting reader. 

He could see plainly that she was not hersëlt'. 
That is,' he could not see that she was becoming 
herself and daily casting aside that fictitious 
self which we assume like a garment with Which 
to appear beiore the world. (939) . 

Edna' s process of .self-realization begins in 

e arnest wi th yet another recapi tulation of experience. 

She turns to her àrt for which she has a "natural. apti-' 
\, --. 

tude U (891) but w~ich befQ.re was.mere "'dabbling" (891). 

She now takes it upyeriôusly in 'an attempt to express 
. ---

and discover herselt', as she tells Adèle, ft, l believe l 

ought to work again. l feel as if' l wanted to' be doing 

something'" (9)1). ' Again, this action provokes LéonCE! 

into attacka .for him, her work should be wi thin pre''':' 
" 

.-
" ' 

" 

, " 

.1 
, " t, 
, 1\ 

! . 
i ' 
1 

"' 
: ' 

1 

\ 
J' 
, 
{ 
) 

1 
} 
~ 

-S 



, , 
, . 

" 

'. '" ~ 1 

, " 

, 1 '. . , , 
o r 'w, 

l' ,1·. 
,-). 

.-, ' , \. 

'1 , 
, "' ~ 
, ' 

, . 

, .. 
o J \ 

.. 
" • 1 

o .' 

" , 

. , 

, .. , 

( 
, " 

. . . 

li, p' 

, , , , 
l' Il • r 

';. r • ~ .. _ • IJ (\:l , , 
~.~. ,.r; .. ' .... ,. :;'\.·" ........ ~.lT ... ~t,.....lt'.-",n". -" ... 'ffJ,,,4 ... "";"~ ... ""'~' ......... -, •• ~ ,~ 

, ' .. , ' 
/ 0 . , . ~ . ' 

" ' 

148 . , . 
. " , . 
~c~ibed' womanhood roles;' th~. artistic impulse can be. icing.' 

, ' 
l , ' • 

,(on the cake 'but :shouid nev~'r'''be the full r~past. Edna, 
c • -- " l , ... J l (,. 

wa.veri~ betWeen' j9Y anddè~hl.'r as" she. ~eeks' he~, way 0 

.' 1 
• ( , ," , 1 , " • 

'al.one, naturally turns ta Mademoisellè Relsz, and. i t is . . , . 
" in this con,frontation that Edna is of'fered',the two life 

possib iii'tie s'open 'to' ,her. 

11=dna: tracks down Re~sz >hrough Madame Lebrun who 
, 0 

, aJ.so p'asses 011 inconseqt:lential 'news of Robert. ,On the , , 

ot~er h.and~ Rèiaz has 'oniy 'significant words. for Edna. . . 
Thé~rs is not a. pol.i te, reser.ved conversation like tha:t 

, 

o:f Edna and the 1.ebrunsl. they' face each other wi thout 
, , . " 

pretenae '01' ,affection 'and are ultimately revealed td each 

" ~ther aslkindred soul,s house.,d in arrestingly disàimi~ar . 

bodies. Reisz strokes Edna' a hand and nurtures he~ b'Od~ 

flnÇi soult she' feeds' Edna, gives her a hig~y revealing 
\ ' " 

letter tram Robert, plays, again Chopin' s "Impromptu" 
.' 

recalling'to:!' Edna ,the "one'midnight at Grand Isle when .' , 

.. 

str~e. new voic~s awoke in her" (946). More lmpor-. " , , 

~ "tantly f Reisz speaks 'seriously wi th and -to Edna of her . . 
, .. 'oecoming an art'lst' ,; (9'46) 1 . :::,:==-.:--~~-:~ , 

<' -

L'Reisz Says.J 'To be an az:tist includes.much: . 
Dne must passess' many gif"ts--absolute gifts'-­

,whtch have not been acquired'by one's own effort.: 
And, moreover, ta' succ~ed, thé artist must, ,' . 

, possess the. courageous soul.' 
'What do yo.u mean by the courâgeous scu11' 

, 'Cour~equs, ~ foi: ,The brave soule ,The 
soul that ~ares ~ct de~~es. f (946) _ 

, . 

Because Re~sz feels deeply for Edn~ she feeds both Edn~' s 

. . 
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, , 

c;t~sire, and sel.f-desire. ,The reader sees here the two, 

paths E~a has,' -disc:qvered' and will, late'r ,analyze through 

\ 

" exPerience 1 _ one is to succumb t~ romance wi th Robert 'and 

. ~ove 9JNay from full self-fulfillment J the other is to 

re1:?el completely t following Rèisz~nto alienation and 

gi v.ing body and' soul to. thé new ,life. The remainder of 

the novel focusses on these tv/o alternatives and Edna' s 
, 

growi~g consciousness about how limi te-d these lite 

options are. Herein liès Chopin' s Most. acute socl al 
\ 

',cri ticlsm, - that whlch shocked her contemporarles and still 

',proves stunning today ~ 

In e aaence , Ghopin has Edna" re aliz e th at there 

are no life options for her, that there is onl~ illusion 

and compromise. Nei ther can she long sustain hersel! in 

so~itude, no ,matter 'how peaceful it seems. Instea.d;. sne 

'Would be part of ·the world. 

It was not desplÛr, 'b~t i t se1!l11ed to her as if 
li.fe were passing, by, .~eaving i ts promise broken 
and ~ulfilp~d. ,Ys-:!: there were lother days when 
ehe listened,' 'was .led on and' deceived by t'resh 
promises wnich her y~uth ~eld out ta her., (9,56) 

'Edna' a w'eakness is her 'desire for àction coupled wi th her 
\ ' ,~ \ , , 

own cdnditioned passivity', her deS'ire for experience 
.' -

cou.pled wi th her' ignorance" of li:fe, she hungers for 

"samething to -happen--something, 'anythingJ she did not 
, . 

lqlOW' what" (9 58) • Thus ,sl1e" i9 drawn t? the dynamic world 

of men seemiRgly ùnlike tnoae' she has known and'becomes . . , 
even more eptrapped.in a mire of deception. , 

\ \ 
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Since both Robèrt and Léonc~ h~v~ le ft her, Edna 

is "free" te eiëplore' "the anim~ismlt (961) awakened ln 
her. She .take~ up wi th Al~~e Arobin, a known libertine, . , 

8l}d is drawn to him both because of his forceful sensuaJ.-
, ' 

iem and his extreme passiol). Furthermol;"e, early on she 

discovers his duelling scar, an· in.signi.ficant mar,k in 

it~elf. save th:at' it reflects' her ov.n wounds o.f self-re­

pression and her duelling se,lvesl "He stood close to' her-t 

and the effrontety\in his eyes repelled the old, vanishing , 

se ~f in he.r ~ .. ye t dr~ all he~ aw akening sensuousne ss" ( 9 59 ) • 

Even thoug~ Edna unde~stands that he ls Il absolutely 

nothing to her" ('960) ,\ he too acts as both reminder of 
\ 

and re{3pi te from her st\'uggle wi th sel.f-consciousness. Heor 

, ~naivety is su ch that she\initially believes his' presence 

wi~~ offer sorne sort of S~f-illumination. However, she 

aIso discovers--too late--t~at his i8 a world of deception 

and not compassion, just as \Léonce' s waSt More important 
\ ' ~ 

ls her re aliz'ation that her n'atural sensuali ty is not 

"devilishly wicked" (966) but that she has wasted her 

expression of self in the alienating experience of passion. 

She fel t as if a mist had been lifted from her 
eyes, enabling her to look upon and comprehend 
the signiticance of lite, that monster made up 
of beauty and brutality. But 3ffiong the con­
flicting sensations which assailed her, there 
was neither shame nor remorse. There was a dull 
pang of regret bècause· i t was not the kiss of 
love which had infl::med her, because i t was not 
love which had held this cup of life to her 
lips. (967) 

After their first night t9gether, then, Ed.I:la compre!tends 
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that this path--passion becoming romantic entrapment--is 

!utile and only another way to alienation. Though their 

relationship continues, Edna feels nothing, neither 

"despondency" nor "hope" (988). It ls not the way to 

self' • 

Edna's other clear option, one which she actively 

pursues for some time, is to immerse hersel! in art, in 

"her case notably a world of women, hoping to find the 

truth of herself'. This world ls neatly divorced from 

that of men--she will not allow Arobin in her atelier-­

and it la based on ruthless honesty. Edna here deepens' 

her emotional relationship wl th another one who recall~ 

her to true self' 1 Reisz, "the woman t by her divine art, 

seemed to reach Edna's spirit and set it free" (961). 

While Edna philosophlzes wi th Arobin about her self­

dlscovery, she discusses pragmatics wi th Reisz. Edna 
-

speaks first ta her of her res9lutlon "never again to 
1 

belong to another than hersal.:f" (963) and her decision 

to have rooms of he,r own, supporting hersel! wi th her 

mother' s légacy and money earned from sale of her art. 

She also openly names her love t Robert, and ia advised 

by Reisz who w~s her that he ls but, another ordinary 

man, like Léonce, who wants to have her •• ~elong to him'" 

(964) • Rei sZ further offers counsel on the 'se arch -for 

union. that which she has not herself fulfilled; she tells 

Edna to seek instead a man of ". some grand aSEri t: a man 
i 

r:: 
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with lof'ty aims and ability to',reaèh~hem, one'owho,s,tood 

high enough to attract the notice of .his f'ellow-men'll 

'(964). FinaJ.ly, Reisz forces Ëdna to cont,emplate a l.if"e 

'of' soli tude--and, one surmises~ celi1?ac)'--as ai ~ernati ve. 

The true artist who gl Ve s voiee to self' i s one who cm 
-=--.:!. '----..-

stan~. alone; a.s Reisz tells Edna, ,f-, The bird t~at wOt!,I,d 

soar above the level 1?lain of ~radi tion and pre judice 

must have strong wings. It is . a sad spectacle to see, the 

weaklings bruised, exhausted. fluttering b ack t'o earth' Il 
, 0 

( 966) • Even though Chopin surrounded Edna wi th such sym-
~ 

pathy and though it is clèar that Edna now desires seLf'-

expression and transcendence of the oppressive ordin~, 

the reader ls aJ.so made aware that sana ls "devoid of 

ambition" .(956),' yet too passive to effect full privàte 

revoluti on,. 

Edna be-comes fully conselous of this fact at her 

last dinner at the Ponteiller home. She is surrounded by 

friends and lovers, is -about to move to her own residencé, 

is proving successful as an artist, seems to be beginning 

a new life on this her tw$nty-ninth birthday. However, 

she ia also' crowned by tèonce f s jewels and toasted wi th a 

eoncocti'on made 'by her father especially for "the daughter 

whom he invented~' (971). Furthemore, Arobin' s presence 

suggests that new roads merely lead back to the sarne old , , 

world in which men possess ,women. Edna sees her bacchanal 

for the "stupid" (976) debac::le it is. Her "coup d'etat" 

( 969) f ailS. 
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Despite abrief reunion with her childrèn' and . .. 
Adèle, 'Èdna m'oves, hersel!' firmly i~to the 'soll tai-y li1'e, 

• r ... . ' , ~ 

, , 

even th?ugh she ,knows herse,lf Inc~pa~~e of maintaining' , 
~ • ~ 1>' 0( 

such independence. -' There:- i s se emingly pnly one p ath le ft 

open. ta. her noVl,.' . ,her union with Robert' whom she believes 
~. ~. 

" to De R,eisz' s man of grand esprit. \ They meet .by, accident 
: . 

_.at. Reisz '-8 apartment,,' an4 thus 'beg,inS E~a' ~ final self-

. , ~' , deception. Her idealis'tic visions Of- hiIri ànd their re-' 
/ 

, " , 

latiônship are tirst 'undercut by the awkward reali ty of - . " . 

chance en'coun'ter, trivial 'cha~1:er, R6ber,t' s reti'cen~e .and' 
~ ... 1 • ~ , ~, 

l ,eva~iveness., On~ce ,he. àccOt]lpariie s' her home" she findf! hïm, 
, ," , 

, " 

·,tq :be momentarily' "like th~ o:):d Robert" '(98), but ,ne -.' ~ ( 

l, ~ '; : finds ,her a "cruel)' (198) mimic of h~s romal'lti,c' self,. 
~ ')', ,' .. " _J'" ' 1 ..," ._ ,~ ~ 1 .. l '__ 

. The.ir relationship, is further comI?lic,ated by his jealousy' -, : 

.) 

( 

• / 1 _ • 

, " 

i 'over: Arobin, ?Jlld indeed, as Reis'Z! :foresaw, :Rol?ert quick1.~ 
. ' " - reveals his man-instinct of, possession. 'Robert wishes 

. to be' her h~sbahd and not h~r Imver~ m~ter and not 
" 

'equal. Ttlhen Robert tells Edna so,' her resp-onse ~'peak~i 

.' he±:' awakened self t, 

• You have been a very t vei:~i foo~i'sh 'boy,' w-asting 
your time dreaming of impossib1.e th~gs when you. 
speak o'f Mr. Pontellier setting me free, l am no 
longer one 'Of Mr. P,ontellier' s possessions to 
dispose of or not. l'give myself where l 
choose.' (992) , 

However, Edna is not in f1rm grasp,or full control of,her 

',t~~ sei~-:--as 1s _Rei~z, for example-~a:n-d still depen-ds on 

Rob~rt to reflect self so that.' she might capture' ~hole the 

tru'tn . qf he l" single. being ând their double union. ' That . 

~. '.~ 

" 
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Robert does not prove equ~ ta her desire is obviou~, 
l· 

that ,he. fin'ally, rests in a world of rornantic d,eception 
( 

and sel~-delusion is also èlear in the note that he ~eaves 

hera ". l love you •. Good-by--beeause l love you'" (997). 

1he world of sueh men will offer no ~sistance to the 

'awakened woman. 

Edna. also fully realizeS' that the world or wornan­

J h~od' is :for h~r a potentially deadly one. She' si ts by 

Ad~le'during her delivery, relivi~g her own experiences of 
, 

giving birth, aware at last of the effect of passion. the 

union of male and fem~e worldsl ".;; .Edna did not go. 

Wi th an inward agony, wi th a flaming; outspoken, revoIt 

against the ways of Nature, "she wi tnessed the seene of 

torture" (995). Stunned and emotionally drained. Edna 
é 

senses even'then that spe can no ,longer fill any of these 
, < 

wornanhood rOles--martyr, beautifUJ. oëject, socral capi taJ.,. 

the beloved--and that the loss of. social security and con­

sequent alienation is not tao high a price to pey for 

sel~-knowledge 1 
, 

'Yes,' she said. 'The y~ars that are gone seern' 
like dreams--if olfe, might goo'on sleeping and 
dreaming--but ta wake up and find--ohl weIl! 
pèrl:1aps i t is better ta wake up after all, even 
to suffer, 'r\ather than ta remain a dupe to 
illusions all one's life.' (996) 

Robert' s letter and second abandontnent are her final 

moments of disillusionment, thè experience which,sends 

her, depleted spiritually'\ and physically, back to Grand 
- , 

Isl~, nine months after her first awakening in the sea. 

\ 

<5' 

.' , 

" 

~ " 

, ' . 



.' 

i -
, , 
ë 

~" . " 
~ .' -
,... " ': . " 

" , 
, " 

, > 

( 

" ' 
.. ,. f 

/ ., 

155 

Edna thinks before she' returnsl she comprehends 

th~t she,is beyond traditional society because of her sexu­

ality, trapped in it by virtue of 'her maternity, alienated , , 

. from all, ~'Ven Reisz ,who is too much above her. When she 

reaches Grand Isle', however, she is beyond contemplation 

and no.longer duelling with incompatible selves. Instead, 
/ 

she answers the voice of the sea' which lfOW caUs her into 

eternal "abysses of soli tilde" (999), not of contemplation 
. 

but of self-experience and annihilation. , Chopin' s imagery ) 1. 

defines Edna' s alienation and singul,ari ty. She stands < 

.cl' • 

-
alone watching th~ embodiment of her ~ttempted self 

struggle against her old self, "A bird wi th a broken 

wing was beating the air ab ove , reeling, fluttering, 

eircl,ing disabled down, down to the water" (999). Yet 

EQna transcends despair, if only by embracing daath. 

She had said eaFlier that she "would give up the 

unessential" (929) but not hersel.!. Now she throws aside 

'her life as e asily as she does' her old bathiJ:?g suit 50 

-
that she might feel 'If like sorne new-born cre ature, opening 

i ts 'eye s in a :f' amili ar wor Id th at ,i t had neve r known" (1000). 
, -

She descends into the sea, ~e-experiencing,for the Iast 
, ' 

t~e her'childhood,· motherlessness, ~olescence, infatu-

ation, womanhood, terror and exhaustion. And at last ahe 

feels in sensual explosion a sel.! that could never have 

endured a world in which a woman" s life is inessential, in 

which duali ties can never be transcençied save by self-de- . 

,struction. Edna has only one experience that ia not com-
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promiseql . that this is neoessari~y her' death is Chopin' s 

Most radical sta,tement about -and to her oivilized,. 

genteel world. 

The he art of 'Chopin' s social fiction, thên, 18 

·darkness. Chopin cffers no ready solution far the sooial 

problems portrayed wi thin her ~crk since to do so would he 

,to descend into,polemio or romance. She does, however, 

off~r implicit alternatives to alienation and self-annihi-
, ' 

lation, reveàling through all her, texts a new "structure 

of feeling," an embryonic social consciousn~ss which 

cannot yet be fully articulated ei the~ ,by char acter or 

creator. 2) In Chopin' s fiction, one hears finally the' 

const ant munnur of a then unrealiz able text ar,ld sooi al '. 

Cbnstruct.~ one ih which y.'0men 1 s experience and desire are 
. . 

no ~onger, m,arginalized or erased but have become cri tioally 

centr'aJ.~ .. 
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,~. ,CHAl'TER' PIVE l' ~ EDITH WHARTON' S SOCIAL FICTION 
t 

Introduction 

Edi th Wharton', s f~ction ls more op'enly rooted in 

r,ea:li ty and the confluence of reali ty and ideology ,than 

are Kate' Chopin' 5 psychological t,exts, 'but both indi~i­

dualize the general to offer cl:ear exampJ.e~ of particular 

limits and defeats. The social world of ~Jharton's novels 

--trom The Meuse of Mirth through Ethan Frome to The Age 
; 

of Innocence-.-is Chopin' s taken one step further "and re­

located ln trie North:. i t, is a wor1'd wherein the old order 

. i8 gi ving way to the new and in. which women have ~ained 
. " . , '. 

little' and lost much at the behest of progressive social 

th~ories. 

Wharton' s :fictional social w9rld 15' specifically 
~ • _ - r ~ • :"t- ~ - ~ . 

", ,'-' that of New York, 1H70-1920, that contemporaneous with' 
"'~t:' .. 

• l ' 

, 

her own lite. 'Prior tQ 1870, New York was predominantly 

middle-class in tradition and.rmanners (what we now quaJ.i­

tatively call upper-class in terms of quantitative wealth). 

However, in the 187~s, genteel society begen'to 108e its 

soc~al clout in the face of Big Business and frontier 

money, the i'rontier being li terally. everything west oi' 

. the narrow E~st Coast. Infra-class struggle was openly 

fough~. in ~ew York' sapera hou.s,es, ,dining salons, and 
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- ballrooms between genteel and parvènu' marmera; leafi­

evident -but nonetheless crucial was the subtler conflict 
• bétween \'1 all Street and Fiftn Avenue, two separate worlds 

for the genteel, one4n~ the same for the new money class. 
\ 

Wharton's fiction chroniclea the progres$ive stages of 

this social war' in which genteel society's rules of the 

game continually shifted in orde~. té first spurn, then 

tame, and final-ly assimilate new wealth into its eeonomic 
" ' " 

coffers. - Whart.on, 'then, focussed in the main specifica..lly_ 

on her own genteel world disintegrating under the ons2àught 

of' new money and parvenu manners. She,also, however, 

censured that saine Il genteel" society for'i ta inherent ma­

terialism and for its willingness ~o sacrifice its awn 

ethics and traditions for hard cash. In short, V/harton 

, portr~s the metamorphosis of her supposedly genteel world 

into a modern, seeming'ly barbarie society. In all her. 

fiction, the social statua and accepted roles of woman 
~ ..J" _ • 

act as a thermometer by which to me asure the, he at of the . -,"', 

soéial battle and the ôhange,s iri social consciousnéss. 

Wharton, of course, doe~ not rest with ~bolic use of 

women; instead, she simultaneously chronicles the reality 

of wOmen' at, again, a time of social trans:f'ormation and 
, 0 

ideological mutatiçm. More importantly, Whatton 1 s mid­

, career ,fiction goes beyond focus on female reali ty and 
,-

effecti vely portrays the lirni ts and dre ams of both meri 
" 

,and women in search oi' self and collective • 
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.' , 
Wharton'Ia earliest fiction themati.cally centers 

, on woman as willing martyr<) and 'sets forth the spec,,ial 
- ' . 

.19th eentury variant of true wom'anhood ideology. The , , 

basic tenets of this doctrine, as prev!:ously discussed, 

were woman l s mental, physical,. and econpmic subordination 

ta man, 'an accepted semal double startdard. and the 

concept of female moral and aesthetic: superiori ty or, as 

Janet Flanner w~i tes, "a hard ~ierarchy of male money, of . , 
female modesty 'and morals, • .,l At the base of this ideology 

. . 
was the belief-4n- woman as' sacrificér; as Jean Turner 

succinctly puts it in her excellent dissertation on 19th 

century ideoi6gy in Wharton 1 s works, "a woman achieved 

,fulfillment 'only through serving,,'others. ,,2, .... ' 

Pos't-1.870 society merely ext'rapola~ed these 

concepts in-arder ta justity it~ mor~ openly 'mater,iali~­

t~c orientation'.' If 'woman were the purveyor and guardian 

0.1 ,aesthetics, it was only on~ more step to objectif y 

woman he~~elf into -a work of a;t"t, an aCknawledged id~olo-
, , 

,gical construct cri ticized éè,verely and notably by Charlotte 

Per~ins'Gilman and Thorstein Veblen among other contempo-

'rary social critics. Money'replaced,lineage as the' 
'/ 
standard of social status, and Y/oman became a socj.al asset, 

"the showpiece of American capitalism,,,J ,,~ emblem of 

sorne man's power to waste--a measure o~ his competi~ive 

f!uperiori ty over other men>.4 ~voman was' both t1;1e ob jec~i-
" . 

fication and ul timate ob ject o~ conspicuous consumptianl 
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The speculative fortunes gained from .the 
Industrial Revolution and from the Ci vil War 
tnus fostered the development of possessive 
tastes. The Ultimate possession, of course, 
became Galatea. the artfully trained woman, 
bereft of economic assets but possessed of the 
capacity for tastefùlly dispersing and dis-
playing,a man's wealth.'5 . 

This construct of woman as a form of social capi t~ lies 

at the center of Wharton' s The House of Mirth and various 

staries ~ of that p'eriod. 

This objectification of woman, however,. reveals 

society's conscious separation of ideology and practice, 

appearances and reality, a mystification of-the already 

mythic American Dream--the "Age -of Innocence"-"which . ' 

fostered alienation of the individu<4 from material' 

actualities ànd self-fuitillment. The irreèoncilable 

becomes horrii'ically obvious. Further, the ideological 

standards of honor in business and private lite were 

clearly non-operative in a world in which women,were to 

produce selvas that were merely walkipg art works seemingly 

unconcerned with thei~ upkeep an~ wherein men were equally 

requlred to maintain a nominal. -separation of -Wall street· 

-----------

~ -
trom home, on Fifth'Avenue even, though, as ia ,more than 

" evident, the entire society and its social ideology were 

based on money and the getting of money. The bourgeois 

sexual and social relationships had re~ched a particularly 

virulent level of distortion and destructivenes~ which 

could no longer'remain unchaflenged. Olga de Valdivia 

point~ 'out the Inherent consequences of such severe dis-

. " 
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pàrity between ideological theory and practicel 

But what happens when the society is not 
morally conscious, or even worse,.when it is 
Wlconsciously immoral? If" this be the caSe, 
the individual has to choose' between the' two 
waysc ' either to follow the line of leaà~ re­
sistanee and be drowned in the immorali ty of 
his age, or to fight against

6
1 t and be 'drownèd 

in a sea of Incomprehension. 
9 ' 

Wharton's response to this were her three nov~ls of' indi­

vidual revoIt against society--Ethan Fromè, 'S~mer. and 

The Reef-~none of whieh takes place in New Y.ork proper, 

al1 of which speak of extreme forms of indiviq.ual and 
," -

, collective alienation present in all~ socia.+ worlds based 

on a romantj"c and reactionary se't of cultural and semal 

imperatives. 

Wharton next focussed upon ,an alternativé to' 

nihilistic negat~on; she had reached ~d pass~d through 

her fiotional heart of darkness. She re~nstates the theme 

of te soci~ art as capital" 7 but now sat,H'ically, portrays 

both men and women as soci~ and financial entrepreneurs. 
l , 

Thus, hèr Thè Custom of the Country studies the birth of 
\ 

, a ,apacious society-~hea.q.ed 'b~ 'Unp.ine ,Spragg ane;! Elmer 

Moffatt--out of the death ttiroes of the genteel. 

Finally, in 1920, Wharton produced' her grea't 

American novel, 'The Age of Ihnocence, which '.spans two 
, § 

. -

generations and v~ious, social worlds. H.ere, ~lharton 

explores f~lly the transformations ~d pâinful~y attempts 

to rec~mcile the go'Od trom the' past wi th the' posi'tive of the 
. 

present, imaginlng b:riefly' an unchaotic future of indivi-, 
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dual. and collective fultillment and peace •. 

. ,-
. I. Woman as W.illing Martyr 

Wharton expoaed in two of her earliest staries, 

"The ·Fullness of Lite" (1893) and "The Lamp of Psyche" 

(1895), basic forms of alienation--those between h14sband 

and wife, woman and society--as inherent givens effected 

by 19th century limited social consciousness. In the 

first piece, a woman dies and ia offered eternal happi-
, 

ness wi th her ide al mate by the Spirit of Life. Her 

marriage had been a socially genteel but personally un-
\ 

~ulfilling affair, and the woman realizes the causé of 

this as rooted in the ideological conditioning which 

demands limi ted and specifie role-pl~ing trom men and 

womèn and which denies satisfaction of woman' s desire to 

know and to be lmowo. 

But l have sometimes thought that a woman' a 
\nature is like a great house full of roomSI 
there is the hall, through which everyone 
passe.s in going- in ~d out J the drawing room, 
Where one receives ~ormal visits; the sitting 
room, where the members ot the family come and 
go as the y list, but beyond that, far beyond, 

I. 

are other rooms, "the handle s ot whose doors 
perhaps are never turned, 'no one knows the way to 
them, ,no one lmows whi ther they le ad J and in the 
innermost room, the holy of holies, the soul/sits 
alone and waits for a foctstep that never comes.tj 

We see here Wharton's negative reading of separate spheres 

and female isolation. In the later story, we are pre­

sented with the camplementary, traditional ideological 
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1 
'construct of man' s nature from a woman' s point of view, 

her interpretatian following fast upon a discovery of a 

reprehensible act in her husband'·s pastl 
,1 

'1 
Formerly he had been to her like an unexplored 
country, ,full ot bewitching surprises and re­
current revelations of wonder and beauty, now 
she had measured and mapped him, and knew before­
hand the direction of every path she trod. His 
~swer to her question had given her the clue 
to the labyrinth. knowing what he had once done, 
it seemed quite simple to forecast hie future 
conduct.9 

Clearly, here, woman is spirit to man' s circumscribed, 

\ earthbo~d mentality, moral superior to his potentially 

base pragmatisme In both cases, however, and despite 

\he irreconcilable natures of the p~tners. the women 
1 

cbmpromise their indi vi du al wills and spiri tuali ty, 

choosing te rmmain wi th their husbands. Wharton thus 

introduces the 19th century 'concepts of woman as aesthe­

tic and moral Ideal for man and willing martyr to social 

~duty • 

These themes are fleshed stt .in her "Friends" 

(1900) which relates the aftereffects of Penelope Bent's 
" .-

ignominious retum home artel"' ab-éndonment by her fiance. 

Her teaching position--the one genteel career open'to 

her--has, in the meantime, been awarded to her less , 

talented but poverty-stricken girlfriend. In this case, 

after mueh bathetic breastbeating, Penelope decides to 

disguise her own financial and personal needs in order 

to persuade her friend to keep the jOb 1 
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The experience of the last weeks had flung her 
out of her orbit. whirling her through épaces 
of moral darkness and bewil_~e_rment. She seemed 
to have lost her connecfion wi~h the general 
scheme 'of things, to have no f~rther part in 
the fulfillment of the laws that made life 
comprehensible and dut Y a joyfUl impulse. New 
the old sense of security had returned. There 
still Ioomed before her, in tragic amplitudé, 
the wreck of her individuel hoper but she had 
escaped 'from the falling ruins and stood sate, 
outside of herseIf, in touch once more with the 
common troubles of her kind, enfranchised for­
ever from the bandage of a lonely grief.10 

Thus, sacrifice--a submerging of the femele individual 

will for the sake of family or class, a standing outside 
\ 

Of one's self-will--is here equated with moral rectitude, 

mental and social security. and salvation from individual 

aiienation. 
/ 

Similarly, Wharton's first wo novellas--~ 

Touchstone (1900) and Sanctuary (1903)--focus obsessively 

on ,separations between male and female consciousnesses 

and the absolute social necessity of woman's role as 

m~ral guardianl the sacrifice of individual will and 

désire for the sake of fulfillment of social expectations. 

In The Touchstone, Stephen Glennard finances his 
~ 

marriage to Alexa Trent through~ the sale of personal love 

letters written to him by a famous woman author. By doing 

so, Stephen ostensibly compromises bath the social and 

patriarchal codes of honor and is consequently consumed 

by self-hate. Alexa, however, r~scues him; her moral 

superiority enables her ta comprehend and accept his 
-

past actions and ta devise sorne sort of mental qnd material 
, F 
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penance which will exonerate him of his sina. Thus, Alexa 

a-tands- by- her cOÏ'rupted- mazl-arid -fln8.J.lY;through. -a- sharing -~~--T 

of his penance, raises him to her morally purer level. 

So too in sanctuary does a woman offer herselt as 

sacrificial 1amb in atonement for 'a man 1 s wrongdoing. 

Kate Orme discovers her fianc' has unethically acquired 

his inherited fortune, his actions literally costing two 

lives. Her initial respo;nse to this scandal parallels 

Penelope Bent' s mental travail on her own dl1emma. 
a 

Her survey of life 'had always been marked by the 
tendency ta seek out ultimate relations, ta 
extend her researches ta the limit of her imagin­
ative experience. But hitherto she had been like 
sorne young captive brought up in a windowless 
palace whose painted walls she takes for the 
actual world. Now the palace had been shaken to 
its base, and tlirough a cIe ft in the walls she 
looked out upon lite. For t~e firet moment all 
Was indistinguishable blackness J then she began 
ta detect vague shapes and eonfused gestures in 
~he depths. There were people,below t~ere, men 
11ke Denis, girls like herself--for under the 
unlikeness.she felt the strange \affinity--all 
struggling.=-in that awful coil of moral darkness, 
with agon zed hands reaching up for reseue. Her 
heart shr from the horror of lt, and then in 
a pass-ion of pi ty, drew back to the edge of the 
abyss.!! 

Kate' s impulse ls to break wi th Denis, thus maintaining 

her purer mor3;l n Yet, after a scene with her 

ened to her proper and expeeted (if 

almost unbelievab e) raIe in the eyes of society. Kate 

realises society' moral code is superior te her own, 

that collectivity transcends individualityl 

. Sne had be ta perceive that the fair surfaqe 

- ----------,--
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of life was honeycombed by a vast system of 
moral sewage. Every respectable household had 
it~ special ~rang~men~s-f~r-the- private disposal 
of family secrets: it, was only among the reckless 
and improvident that such hygienic precautions ' . 
were neglected. Who was she ~o pass judgment 
on the merits of such a system? The social health 
must be preservedl the means devised were the 
resul ta of long experience and the c'ollective 
instinct of self-preservation. (60-61) 

Society, then, is "a. rampart to lean on" (26), and tate, 
\ 

following its ideological code, sacrifices her individu-

ality by taking on. the role of ~oraJ. guard.ian to Denis' 

unborn children. That her willi1;g martyrdom is socially 

fruitful to her class is proven in Othe second.half of the 

book. Despite the wiles and machinations of a new woman, 

Kate' s son . chooses personal honor .over public material 

success--that is, proves himself free of the sins of his 

father--and, ul timately, finds a sanctuary in Kate' s (and 

society' s) breast. V/oman' s sacrifices, then, sustain 

society, however immoral that society might be at base. 

The above works are patently melodramatic and put 

forward the concept that compromise of the female self for 

the furtherance of society always results in societal ful­

f,illment 1 fantastical happy endings are the rewards of 

indi vidual martyrdom fQr both the indi vidual and the 

collective. But ~/harton also wrote of the opposing view, 
l, 

that the willing submission of woman to family and society, 

woman's complicity with the patriarchal code, had an equal 

potential for tragic resolution. Her excellent satire, 

"The- Pelican" (1899), poirÎted out that personal sacrifice 

) 
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for ethers might be materially necessary at times but 

beyond that, as a way of life, could become unethical 

and un:frui tful. In" A Cup of Cold Water" (1899), the 

pretagonist speculates that the moral codè which justi­

fies sacrifice is a shaml 

VIas nbt all morality'based on a convention'? 
What was the staunchest code of ethics but a 
trunk wi th a series of false bottcms? Now and 
then one had the illusion of getting dawn te 
absolute right or wrong, but i t was only a 
talse bottom--a removable ~ypothesis--with 
anether false bottom beneath'2 There ie no 
getting beyond the relative. L 

Nevertheless, he submits himself to society's punishment 

for his admittedly illegal actions, furthermore, he 

counsels a wcman to humble herselt befare her husband 

and his family in order ta be re-instated into their 

society. Iiowever, in that sarne volume--The Greater 

Inclination--W'harton included "The Muse' s Tragedy" ,( 1898) 

. which poignantJ.y delimi ts the, martyr' s life. Atter ex­

periencing a truly individualistic relationship with a 

man, the heroine sees her previous life of sacrifice as 

sterile 1 " ••• i t L'his love for heil has shawn me, for the 

first time, al.! that l have missed.,,13 Similarly, in "The 
, ~ 

Quicksand" (1904), Wharton explores another obsessive 

mother-son relationship, here, however, the mother's sac­

rifice for her son has no positive results. In the end, 

S'he convinces her son' s fiancée to ab jure a life of sac-

rifice ,by leaving him. The moral ia cleara ~thical 
\ '=-, c 

lifé justified by equally unethical sacrifice is a life of 

/' 
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·7alienation and self-compromise. 

Wharton' s Most detailed analysie and re jeetion of . , 
the martyr' s consciousness is seen in her novella, .ïll! 

: Buuner Sisters--wri tten .in 1892 but unpublished ';U1til 

: 1916--which ls, curiously enough. Wharton' S only major 

study of lower working class lite. The story focusses on 
, Çl , 

Ann Eliza' s sacrifices for her younger sister Evelina, 
<, 

these sacrifices .ranging in degree from. a larger portion 

of pie at dinner to Ann Eliz a' s only sui tore Both sisters \ 

suffer from mental and financial constraintsJ at the 
. 

outset of the book, both cIe arly desire escape from the 

near-sordid confines of their hat shop. .Ann Eliza meet~ 0 

. 
Mr. <RamY'when she Buys Evelina a birthday present, and he 

q?ickly l?ecomes ~ integral part of their lives. Jtamy 

proposes to Ann Eliza, but she, aw~e of Evelina's at­

tra:ftion to him, gives him up, for. "she was well-trained 

in the arts of' renunciation. ,,14 She does this only to 

push Ramy on Evelina; Atm Eliza's sole sense of identity, 

is that of ma;rtyr to her siste;r' s well-being. Mirroring 

the heroine of " The Muse' s Tragedy," Ann Eliz a finds 

solace . ultimate self-sacrifice 1 "She knew the crucial ln 

moment of her lif'e had pas~ed, anq she was glad that she 
'" 

had not fallen below her own ideal", (369 Y. She does not 

, ' 

realize thât her ideals are only those accepted aleng with 

an ideologiéal code th'at is i tself unethical. 

Self-renunciation does net automatically effect 
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tuUillment for others as Ann ;P;liza discovers in ~the end. 

For the first time in her life she dimly faced 
the awful problem of the inutllity of self­
sacrifice. HitheYto she had nevel' thought of 
questioning the inherited principles which had 
guided her life., Self-éffacement for the gaod 
of others had always seemed to her both natural 

"and necessary'; but .then she had taken i't for 
granted that it, implied~he securing of that 

'good." Nawshe perceived that ta refuse the ' 
gifts of life does not insure their transmission 
'to those for whom they have been surrendered; and 
her famili~ heaven was unpeopled. She fel t she 
could no longer trust in the goodness of Gad. 
and that if he was not good he was not God, and 
there was only a black abyss above the roof of 
Bunner Sisters. (420-421) 

'Ramy proves to' be ~Ug addict, and Evelina' s marriage 

, is a bitter failu/e. Evelita, abandoned by Ramy,' retu~s 
'home mortaJ.ly iU aft~r the death of her ,child. Ann 'Eliza 

(", 

loses, the shop after paying for her ;sister' s funeral. ' 

~hust the concept of woman as willin~ martyr is proven 

to be destructive in the extreme, killing both the 
~ , 

, supposed receiver of the martyr's sel~~offering, and the 

~enerations to come after the sacrifice. In' add1tion. 

society, which sanctions and demands sacrifice~ a funda­

mental tenet in i ts ideology. ult7.mate'ly closes its ~oors 

to the martyr. While soclety uses ·i ts sacrifical lambs 

in~ the maintenance of i ta class and" sexual h~erarchies, 
! " , 

it offers litt~e compensation or consolation for sacri-' 
. 

fices that prove ~oC~~Y negligible, here those of ' 

working class women done for other working class women. 

Wharton, then. cornes to perceive, that" her 
, 

sociètY"6 code of" .rethics is not a rampart protecting one ' 
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from ind"escribable moral and social chaos nor, as Ann 
J <J 

Éliza,imagines with her limited consciousness, i~. im-
\ . 

,morali ty above the comprehension of the individual. 
, '\J ----

Instead, \'Hiart-on suggests that society i tseU has acco­

modated unethical compromises and pr.actices) through i ts 
, , - / 

adherence to womanhood ideo-logy anql, further, that each 

ot i ts colle cti ve members thus 'su~ains a he art of 
, 

darkne 'se w:i, thin • 

/II. Waman as Social CapitaJ. 
" , 

Wharton' s intense and detailed cri tical analyees 

'0 ,of a mor~ly disintegrating or', as R.W.B. -r.ewis posl ts, 

reintegrating society properly begin with The Haus~ of 
h 

Mirth (190,5) ~d include all major works thereafter •. 
" 

The martyrdom paradigm had le'd her quickly ta r a cri tlcal 

"and li terary dead endJ VI hart on perhaps ·Say( her reading--, . ~ 
f --

of ~deology as tao straightforward and simplistic. 

; 

Instead, Wharton now turned to the more complex construct 

of woman as social capital. 

, 
" 

As set, out in the opening section of this chapter, 

the role of woman as social capJ. ta,],. superceded by mcor-
o _ \ 

poration the more 'trad! tional one of woman as martyr. 

Several of l'Iharton's early stories pointed to the concept 

of'~arriage as business--men as dealers in t~e. property 
- , 
of women--as weIl as the conventional belief that a man' s 

status was reflected by the appearance and manner of his 

, ' 

" 
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wife and material possessions. For ex ample , the satiric 

"The Line of Least Resistance" (1900) recoWlts the acknow­

ledged domination of a rich man by his wife and his com­

promised ethics when he discovers and finally conceals' 

,her unfai thfulness to him. The tale ·clearly shows that 

the husband's social consciousness lies in and is re­

flected by his mirror-image mate and that the 10ss of . . 
self-esteem is 1es8 cataclYsmic than the ruination of 

, _ • 1 ~ J 

social appearances, - a litera! losing of f~ce. Even more 

çynical is "The Other Two" (1904-) which exposes a 

~usband's attitude toward his twice-divorced wife, Alice. 

'fI aythorn is continual1y and disconcertingly thrust into 

the company of the other two husbands. At first, he 

mentally belittles his wife for too openly yPPearing as 

used goods a ( 

," 

-" 

She was 'as- easy as an old.'shoe' -- shoe that tao 
many ·t:eet had worn. Her elastici ty was the resuJ. t 
o~ tension in tao Many different dir ctions. 
Allee Haskett--Alice Varick--Alice W horn--she 
had been each in turn, and had left, ing ta .... 
each name a little of her privacy, a l ttle of 
her perscnality, a little of the inmost self 
whe~e the unknown god abides •••• With gr m irony 
Waythorn compared himself to a member 0 - :.a.' syndi­
cate. He held so ManY shares in his wife' s per-

in the qusil'le'ss .1.5 , 
, sonali ty and his Rredecessors were his pters 

'. / î 
At the aonclu~ion, hawev~, WaYthorn rationalizes means 

of profit-making fram lffs Pftners' warka 

He even began ta recl~on up the advantages which 
accrued from it, to ask himself if it were not 
better ta' own a third of a wife who knew how ta 

. malee a man happy than a whoie one who had lacked 
opportun! ty ta acquire the ~t. For i 1: ~ an 

1 
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3rt, and made up, like all others, of concessions, 
eliminations and embellishmentsr of light judi­
ciously thrown and shadows skillt'ully softened. 
(394) , " 

This theme of woman, ob jectified through her social art 

as capi ta! stands at the center of The House of Mirth, 

and it is in this work that Wharton reveals in detail the 

/1 canee ssions, eliminations and embellishments" necessary 

ta both profitable social art and effective social sur-

vival. 

The House of Mirth, originally entitled liA 
\ . ',' 

Moment' s Ornement" and then '{The Year of the 'Ro~e," 

recounts the social decline and final arunihilation of 

Lily Bart. It is, as Louis, Auchincloss writes, "the 

drama of the' hunt of 'a beautiful and desperate creature 

by a pack of rernorsele~s'ohounds,,~6 in which both hunters 

and hunted are complici t. The novel portrays the old 

money class of the 1900s wherein, as Louis Kronenberger 

notesl 

••• society i tself, though distinct inroads have 
been made on the correctness of its manners and 
the roster of i ts memberships,. is still. an iden­
,tifiable _ and despotic collective t'orce, not only 

~ ,for those waiting to get in or bei;ng shown the 
way out, but even for those who are at home in 
i ts drawing roorns .17 ~, 

However, even though this society appears to be still 

genteel and moraJ.ly steadfast, it is in reality one cor­

rupted through. i ts basic materialist orientation and i ts 

attempted assimilation of the morally unstablé' new money 
, ' 

class.. The House of Mirth is in essence a bitter cata-

.' 
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l.oguing of monetary and human values. Herein, social. 

status and moral integri ty are determined by weaJ. th and, 

as Marie Bristol wri tés, "society people use e~ch other 

constantlYJ the women use the men for money, the men use 

the w~en for sexual and display purposes." 18 The book 

also cri ticizes a society which thus favors appe arance 

over reality and the limi ted and limiting consciousness 

of the collective over the potential and awakened con­

sciousness _ of rare individu al s • In particular, Tllharton 

speaks of these issues through the analysis of Lily Bart' s 

conditioned feminine role-playing and of society's 

jUdgment on her as reflected through male:- charactQrs. 

Lily Bart was born into society and incul.cated , 

with the ideology of true womanhood. She defines her 

social self as that of a beauti!ul object to be bought 

and maintained by the highest bidder and, at moments of 

extreme stress, spouts out or thinks in deterministic 

rhetoric justitying this determinedly Iimi ted social 

consci ouane ss, 

Inheri ted tendencies had combined wi th early 
training ta make her the highly speci alized 
product she wasl an organism éia helpless out 
of its narrow range as the aea-anemone "tom f~ 
the rock. She had been fashioned to adorn ana 
delight J ta what other end doea nature round 
the rose-Ieaf and paint the humming-bird's 
breast? And was i t her faul t that the purely 
decorative mission la Iess easily and harmoni­
ously fulfilled among social beings than in the 
world of nature? That i t is apt to be hampered 
by material necessi ties or complicated by moral 
scrupIea?19 

'Li~y' s search for a buyer ls a desperate one. Her family 
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was financially ruined when she was nineteen, thus ma-
.,. 

terially forcing her out of the central, secure society 

and into its buyer's market. At twenty-nine, her value 

as a beautiful object is fast diminishing, and the spectre 

of the "dingy" life of genteel poverty i~ anathema to her. <_~ 

Her social goal i8 "to go into partne,rship" (18). to find "'\" 

a husband .-t:or whom she can act as "the one possession in 
z~,.,... ,-

; 

which he (took sufficient pride to spend money on it" (78). 

However, inherently inqompatible wi th her social sense of 

sélf as capital ls her personal sense of sélf as pure
l 

moral 

and S~iritUal being. It ia theae clashing consciousnesses 

--dUe~~ing concepts in one sexual/social ideolagy--which 

alienat\ Lily first from herself and eventually from so­

ciety. \She cannat morally play her social role to the 

, hil t r ne~ t?er can she co~pletely gi ve up the game and 

find solace in her womanhood Ideals. Ultimately, for Lily, 

the resolution to her dilemma is movement out of a world 

wherein "the men and women she knew were llke atoms 

whirling away fram each other in sorne wild centrifugal 

dance" (516) and into "the dim abysses of unconsciousness" 

(521) and death. 0 Unlike Edna Pontellier, she doe s not 

~ experience a positive awakening of self, Lily only learns 

what she is not and what she cannot be. 

Lily's social decline--from upper class status 

down through the parvenues to the working class--occurs 

as coth the cause ofrand her response ta various relation­

ships she has with men. These relationships prove canti-

(} 
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naally inef'fective as a means of social salvation as, 

the y too reflect the alienating consciousnesses present 

in Lily herself'~ For example, Simon, Roseda.le, a new 

money Jew, percei'ves Lily primarily as social capital 

necessary for his acceptance into Fifth Avenue l "i t was 

becoming more and more cl~ar 119 hint that Miss Bart 

herself possessed precisely the complementary qualities 

needed to round off his social personali ty" (19.5). He 

proposes marriage to her in terms of a business deal t'ully 

aware of the fact that~ she finds him personally repulsive 

and socially suspect. Lily" however, cannot at this 

point compromise her moral self by marrying for money. 
1 

Ironically, when the time cornes when she ls willing to 

sacrft'ice her personal ethlca for the securi ty of" 

Rosedale' a partnership, her exchange value as capital has 
, 

so diminished that Rosedale cannot compromise himself in 

order to a,ave her. 

Similarly, Lily mismanages ijer business relation­

ship with Gus Tren?r, a wealthy and married member of es­

tablished society. Li~y acts out the role of he'lpless 

femare for Trenor and, in effect, sells her social,t'avors 

fo~ money. Lily, however, denies the sexual aspects once 

into the bargain fbut only re jecta Trenor' s money after 

discovering ita act~al wage nature--when Trenor exacts 

immediate payment. Lily manages to escape wi th her social 

and moral selves intact, if slightly besmirchedJ the ex­

perience) nevertheless, awakens her consciousne~~~f 
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society' s immoralityl 

She was realizing for the first time that a 
woman' s digni ty May 'cost more to keep up than 
her carriage, and that the maintenance of a 
moral attitude should be dependent on dollars 
and cents, made the world appear a more sordid 
place than she had conceived it. (273) 

Her relationship with George Dorset is equally 

unsatisfying, and her dependence on his adulterous wit'e, 

Bertha, is patently destructive.. rarlY in the story, 

Lily cornes into possession of Ber~ha' s love lettera to 

Lawrence Selden. Despi te this praof that Bertha 1s 

morally corrupt, Lily maintains her friendship wi th 
\ 

Bertha for the sake of social securi ty. In retum, 

Lily' s ,value for Bertha is that of a s,hield for her i1-

licit activities: beyond that public arrangement, no 

private emotion or sense of loyalty is involved, for. as 

Judi th Fetterley points out, "relationships between 

'beauti.ful abjects' are hostile and competitive rather 

than aupportive •••• fl20 Again, when scandal rears its 

head, it is Lily who ia compromised. George taci tly 

offers himself ta her if Lily offers in'turn proof of 

Bertha' s infideli ty. Lily cannot as that act .stands 
~, 

against her womanhood ideals. Bertha--socially secure 

and a married ,woman--can then attack Lily' s precar:ious 

pUblic self by implicitly accusing her ot' her own crime, 

adultery. Appearances triumph over reality, the social 

collective over the individual,. leaving Lily "poised on 

thé brink' of a chasm wi th one graceful foot advanced to 

assert her unconsciousneaa that the ground was failing 
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her" (309). Finally, Lily cannat justify blackmailing 

Bertha--despite the social degradation forced on her by 

Bertha--even though this act would directly result in 

Lily' s marriage to Rosedale and consequent social and 

financial securi ty. Again Lily cannot sanction immoral 

acts; however, neither can sh~ steer clear of them1since 

she must live wi thin society. 

Most perplexing and ul timately destructive is 

~ Lily' s relationship wi th Lawrence Selden, the one man 
// (,' 

she supposedly t):"Uly loves. Lily is attracted te him 
'-, 

because he sees through her social presentation of self 

and àppeals to her hidden real self. o 

How alluring the world outside the cage appeared 
to Lily, as she heard its door clang on hert In 
reality, as she knew, the deor never clanged. 
it stood always open, but most of the 'captives 
were l~ke flies in a bo.ttle, and having once 
fl~ in, could never regain their freedom. It 
was Selden's distinction that he had never for­
gotten the way out. (86-87) 

Like the free animal in Chopin' s "Emancipation," Selden 

seems above Lily'8 sordid social world and, in addition, 

pr.ofesses a persona! code of ethics that complements 

Lily' s own morals and desires for release from social 

and persona! alienations 

'My idea of success,' he said, lis personal 
freedom.' ••• 'From everything--frem money, frem 
poverty, :from ease and an~iety, from all the 
material accidents. To keep a kind of republic,o 
of the spirit--that's what l calI success.' (108) 

\ ... 
What Lily do~s net perceive ia that Selden can a:f'ford to 
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pose as social critic and rebel because he i6. despite 

his financial situation, firmly entrenched within that 

society. The only difference between Selden and Lily's 

otther men is tha:t Selden' s instinct f.or posse,ssion ls 
"-

coupled 'wi th romantic .ideals. This is more than evldent 

when one 'dissects Selden' s private sentiments about Li~y 

versus his social ~tti tude, the former vacuous-- as his 

republic of the spirit i6 a social void--and the 'latter 

characterized bl utter irresponsibili ty justified by his 
1 

limi ted social conscj.ousness which Is that of the collec-

tive. 

Selden initially rel~tes only to Lily's social 

self, Lily as beautiful object. This attitude effectlvely 

absolves Him of responsibility toward her, he Carl counsel 

) her on the necessl ty of uaing' h~r social art despi te her 

moral ethics--"' Ah, weIl, there must be plenty of capital 

on the loak-out for such an investment"" (18)--while 

making clear that he 'cannot materially fit the bill. How-
~ \ -li • 

ever. when Lily openly uses her social arts or ia manipu-

lated as capital. Selden can thèn turn about-face, criti-, 

cize and abandon her, for she has compromised thelr moral 
-

pact. In addition, she cannot enter into his republic 

of the spiri t--both because she and i t are false--nor will 

he asslst her in the realizat'ion of their moral ideal, as 

Selden says, "'it's a country one has to find the way ta 

one' s self'" (108). Selden, in effect, want~ Lily to' 
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fult!l.l the ·conc;epts of true wmmanhoad ideal.ogy mast com-
~ ~ 

plementary ta himself, he expects Lily, despite her pre-
) l , 

carious ~bcial and financial situation, ta prove hersel! 

a 'worthy mirror 0:( his idealisma "His craving \'las for the 

companionshi~ of on~ who se point of view should justify 
-

his own, who sheuld cenfirm f by deliberate observation, 

the truth to which his intuitions'had leaped" (247). 

Lily thus, has a value for ~elden tao, and i t iB one that, 

like the ethers, ,~annot be fulfilled wi thout compromises 

on her part. In The House of Mirth, the beautif,u.l abject 

always pays. 
, 

At the end of the book, Lily' s' awakened social 

consciousness questions her society and i ts ethics. In a 

bleak vision, Lily "comprehends that her humanity was .of 

li ttle value in an inhumane world and that he'r moral 

conscience proved of litt.le use to her S€alnst the 81i-
. 

enating experience of life in an impersonal, immor~ 

.. society wherein the "I" be.comes only 'a "one" 1 

'I have tried hard--but life is dif!icult, and l 
am a very useless person-." l can hardly be said 
ta have an independent existence. l, was,,-,:just a 
screw or a cag in the gre at machine l cal"led life, 
and' when l dropped out of i t l round l was of 'no 
use 'anYwhere else. V/hat can one do wh en one finds 
that one only fi t's into one hole? One must get 
back ta it, or be thrown out into the· rubbish 
he ap •••• ' ( 498 ) 

~ Lily 'cannot live in a moraJ.ly corrupt and corrupting 

society nor can she live outside "of society--for example, 

ln Selden' s republic--since that i5 a negation of reali ty. 
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Nei ther CM she find a p~ace in another social class; her 

conditioning makes her helpless outside her specified 

baundaries. Lily can', ul timately, question and re ject 
, . 

the limited social consciousness shé has disclosed, but 

she cannet find a positive alternative to it. 
, 

That ~was the feeling which possessed her now-­
the feeling of being something rootless and ephe­
Meral, mere spin-drift of the whirling surface 
of existence, without anything to which the poor 
little tentacles of self could cling before the 

'awful flood submerged them. And as she looked 
back she saw that there had never been a time 
when she had had any re al relation to life. 
(515-516) 

Lily does have one brief encounter wi th a po-

, tentially humane and humanistio communi ty when she vistt~ 

Nellie Struthers and her child. However, this one glimpse 

into what the reader sees as an adrni ttedly pastoral ' 

working-class w-t'rld cannot sustain Lily in her final fall 

into complete alienation. Nellie' s world is yet again 

~ne into which Lily cannot enter. it i6 as socially 

unreal to her as was Sèlden' 5 republic. Instead, she 

-~loats into the only world in which her self-will and 

desire can be fulfilled, a dremn state into which she 

wanders, clutching her last ide aJ.s--spiri tu al and mater-

nal love. In the end, the tragedy of her death i5 as 

easily rationalized "as the tragedy of her rife by those 

left behihd. 

~/harton ~~':tein bi tterly indicts society for i ta 
t-

willful destruction .of its members and, thus, itself, 

,\ 

\ 

\ 
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eensùring indi vidu~s--including Lily--for upholding, 

however passi vely, a degenerate and hypocri tical so'ciaJ. 

, and moral code. Wharton shows that i t la a step toward 

a revitalized consciousness to question social impera­

tivea but one must be able to ask the right questions in 

time and put the answers toylard realization of a positive 

alternative collective. Lily's awakened social con­

sciousness Is forced upon her by the circumstances ot 

her lite. She was, at the outset of the novel, near 

social daath; but her fi~al. physical demise was not in­

evi tably predetermined. Her death is directly caused 

by the clash of consciousnesses within her; her ability 

to transform her cri tical knowledge into pragmatic action 

ls non-existent. More important, however, than the 

depicted life of Lily Is the fact that The House of Mirth 

stands as Wharton' B tiret serioua analysis of society 

seen as a sterile world of vicious fools. The tragedy 

is not that Lily dies but that soc~ety goes on living 

untouched by the rise and t'all of one of its dfughters. 

III. Indiviq.ual Revolt and Socia). Compromise 

Wharton' s pre-1910 worka were clearly moving 

toward a re jeetion ~f 19th century social consciousness 

. and its conventional morality. If' the ideology O,t true 

womanhood could be proven to be stultifying and u]:ti­

mately destructive for both men and 'women, ft was only a 

1 
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flirther step in social. analysis to see that the society 

which' fostered the ideology could not, be' ~'mora1~ sound 

or secure collective. Wharton' s' first response ta her 

awn -awakÈmed social consciousness was, in many wavs, as '" -. 't J' 
fatalistic as that of Li~y Bart or Edna PonteIlier. Her 

\ 

',novels of individual revolt--Ethan Frome, Summer, and 

The Reef,--are tragedies of social and moral desolation 

and isolation, all physically removed from Wharton' s 

-society but morally· spe aking about az:d to that sane world. 

Ethan Frome (1911) is a visionary tale of uncon­

ventional l.ove which, similar to, Li~y Bart' a story, 

detai~s moral, emotipnaJ., and actuaJ. poverty. It is a 

particularl.y despairing vision of a aO,clety based on in­

dividual sacrifice and compromise and of the survivaJ. of 

that society' a social and sexual imperatives despite the 

mental. and moral disintegra~ion of i ta individuals. 

Ethan Frome takes place in Starkf"ield--an ob-

viously weighted name--and the even more isolated farm 

of Frome. Life in Stark:f'ield is described by the narra-

" ' tor as social negation in which. as in Old New Yor~. the 

appearance of col~ectivity disguises actual individual 

alienationl "Al~ the dwellers in Starkfield, as in more 

notable communities, had had troubles enough of their own 

to make them comparatively indifferent to those of their 

neighbours •••. "21 Frome had, e arly in lif'e, compromised 

himself to f'ulfil.~ social expectations, giving up a 

t 
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possible career outside of Starkfield in arder., to ~Upport 

his physieal1y and mentally i11 parents. After their ' 
,;> 

death and insteâ.d of, ascaping, he marries his' cous'in 

Zenobia, who qUickly be,comes yet another butden, and 

spends the rest ot 'his lUe eking out a ineager existence 
o 

on a land far removed from modern lite. Mattie 'Silver 
" , 

en-tr~rs his world as servant to \eena. ahd Mattie--symbo-
~ , 

l1call.y representative of light and 1ife--acts as the, 

catalyst :ro~ his revol t againSi the strictures imposed 

on him by his ~ocial group • 
. 

Early on in his aff'air, Frame bel.ieves his desired 

selt--lover of' Mattie--can compatibly exist alongside 

his social se1f--husband of' Zeena, ci tlzen of Starktie14. 

Like Lily Bart, Frome sees revolutionary ideals,· embod.1ed 

in Mattie as Selden did for Lily 1 as a me ans "of trans­

cend1ng actua1 existence and, ind,ed, as seen in From.' s . 
thoughts on his f'amily' s graveyard, a means ot r~ion-

alizirig morbidi ty and social imprlsonment. 

'We never got aw~--how should you?' seemed to be 
wri tten?>n every headstone r and whene-ver he went 
in or out of hi s gate he thought wi th a shi VBr. 
fI shall Just go, on living here t.ill l joln, them.' 
But now a..ll. de sire for change had vanished, and 
the sight of' the Uttle enc~osure gave hiDi a . 
warm sense ~f continuance and stapili ty. (SO). 

However, Frame does not comprehend the iilnate power" of' 

the ,collective over him (~aint the clashing c(!)nscious~ 

nesses o of the private and social se1ves) nor society' s-' 

neoessary maintenance, however teeb~e that might be, of 
o ·1 " 

,~ 
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1'>. 
1t. tr&:dition.al eod.e o~ ethics fot i ta own self-perpetu-

ation. Whi~e ~eena la fa;' trom being a beautlfu~ object, ,he i s stiJ.)' Frome' s wi:f'e and therefore the soci al1y 

~anction~d ob ject ot h~ Phy~iCaJ. and monetary attehtions. 
/-J • 

<, In the. eyes of' Stark.flel.d society, i t ls Mattie who ls 

expendab1e, ~d thus also Ethan tES sel.f-wiJ.J. and desiré J 

this attitude remdd.ns tlrm throUghout ~d decepti vely / 
,- -
sympathetic, or, as Mrs. Hale Bays, ". if LMattle hait 
dled, Ethan might ha t li ved ••• " (181). 

When Ethan is torced to choose between realbatian 

of his indlviduality and. obelsance to thé co1lectivity, he 

echoes Lily' Bart's inabil.ity to pereeive her .fate as f' 

anything other than pre-determinedl "The inexorable tacts 
- ( 

cJ.osed in qn him like prison-warders handcuffing a Qonvict. 
i 

There was no way out--none. He was a prlsoner for lite ••• " 

(1:34). His one decision. that of .follow,ing Mattie's plan 

,of .freedom gained through suicide ~ ls as ide al1stically 

naive as Lily' s ini t1al response ta Selden' s republic of 
... 1. 

the sp~rit. As is seen in the conclusio~ of both books. . 
the t9tal negation ot seJ..f'-respônsibl~lty coupled with 

J.imited social consclousness leads onl.y to the false 
o 

freedam of se~f-ahnih11ation which, in tumt ie an in-

ef':!'ectual. revolt against the col.lective w~l~. Ethan's 

"epl1ogue 'in hell,"22 as Marius Bewley calls it, ls not 

moral retribution for immoral aota but onl.y a :Beckettian 

hellish half-J.ight existence both refJ.ecting Ethan! a 

',' 
-------~----~--~- --
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~ife from ,'t~ ooutse'~" of :the" tale,' ~d resu~ ting' from com- ' 
o ",' 0 ~ , • • L 1 # 

promise o~ 'the awakened ,.indi vid~al to his 'limi ted' social. 
<. ',' 

cO~sèiousnesS". 'Wharton t,hus inÏ'plicitly ca.ll~ for the ' 
o l ~"'" V (1 ,. -: ( e 

mis.sing factor which woûld precl.:ude nihilis~ic tragedy a 
1 

a ~eintel;a'tion of the awakened ~dlv~dual w~;t~' ,the 
, , 

collective,. an an.alysis of intii vidual and eollecti ve 

experience, a new coliect! ve world view. 
c, ~ , , 

Summer (1917'), 'privately ~own to Whart()n and h.r 

. frfends as "'thê'Hot Ethan, tH?' pushes the oppositi0Z?-s 

seen in Wharton's early works--individual versus society, 

re ali ty. versus appearance-.::.one step f'Urther and offers a 

" . tentative, if ambiguous. solution to alienation and social 

disin~egration. Agaln,' Summer Is 'a stOry of unconven­

tional love, 'thls time actively consummated, but in this 

~ase a l.bve u.l tim ately accepted by and assimilated into 

a mildly reimtegrated socie;ty~;" The importance 'of Summer 
J 0 

in the dèveloJ?ll1ent of Wharton' s analysis 'of society, re-

~ :tlected' both in her stYle and bontent, lies in the fact . , 
, . ' 

that"hereln Wharton focussed on a comp1ete soc~al outcast. , , , 
, 

Charity Royal~r There'are no è4shioning Mediations 
, 

... between sociéty ~d' -t~e indi vidUal as were present . ' 

, , 
betwèen Lily or Frome and their worlds. ' We are here 

," "' 0 

prese'nted with an indivldual 'openJ.y born into and brought 
, 

up in societies o~ 'alienation.' Thus, Summe'r la necess~iJ.y 
.0 

Wharton' If strongest statement concerning the rea.lization 

of individuality ,and ,the search q~ the indlvidua). for' se­

curity in il positive communi ty. 
" 

, j.' 
~ J ~ u 
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Charity ls the child of a convicted murderer ,and 

a "hal! human,,24 woman trom the Mountain.' a klnd, of actu­

alized, corrupted republic of the spirit,based on lawless­

nesa, poverty, amorality" and social irresponsibility. As -, . 
\ an act of charity, she was brought down trom the MOlmtain 

'" and brought up by the RoyalJ.s in Nortn Domer, ft an empty 
, ' 

place" '(9)", As a young girl she alm~st esoaped North 

Domer by moving to a board1ng school in Starkfield-- an 

indication that Summer' s world ls twice removed fram real 

life--but instead stayed' with lawyer ROYJall after the 
, ' 

death of hie wife. Charity and Royall have a relationship 

analogol,ls to that of Ethan and Zenobia, though one that 

ia not physically consummated despi te Royall \& attempts 

nor legall.y b.inding" Unlike Ethan, however, Charity, 
) 

J rI! 

1 aware as Frame wa& of a larger world beyond,,.her immediate 

confines, makes concerted and real.iatic efforts to 

finance her escape: 
\ ' 

At the opening of the noyal, Charity is in control. 

of he~'world, the Royall household, ~houg~ not a wil.lin~~ 
..-" ' 

part of it. Her mental and morU self-reliance, as well 
, " 

as her near f1nançial independenee, ia compromised through' 

an a:t."fair she has' wit~ Lucius.Hamey, a New Yorker who 
, . 

f1l'1al.ly 8.bandons her :tor his fiancée., 'and her 'consequent 
- ' ' , 

pregnancy. Chari ty tirst attempts to set up an abortiqn. , , 
" 

but as this would"'be a' n~gation of" hér lov~ and l,ife, she 
" 1 
eannc;>t g-o through with,1t.:, S)le. then, ,in her seareh. for a· 

), 
, " 

, , 
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1 

secure communi ty in which to raise her love-child, escap,es 

'to the Mountain, ostensibly her rea.1 home, and: discovtr / 

! t ·to be a perverse world of oomplete human aliena. tio 

Fmally, she is again brought down from the Mountain y 

R~yall, marrie~ him, and retums te life in North Dormer 

with "a sense of peace and se curity " (273). At this 

point she seemingly carries wi th1n~ herseU the dual con­

soiousnesaes of realized individual. and secure member ot' 

of sooiety. However, while the ending appears to be the 

best of both worlds for Charity, a olose reading exposes 

lt to be a compromise of the individual resu-lting t'rom 

unassimilated consclousnesses. 

. Bafore her a:t'fair wl th Luoius. Charity' s sense of 

ldenti ty la basad. on an idealization of her own outoast 

status ,and her social. independence. Her persona! refuge 

lies precisely in her sense of self-worthlessnessl she 

believes she has little to offer soc~ety, and she knows 

that society, so tar, has gi ven her nothing. She feels 
1 

no sense '01" responsibl1i ty toward O"thers and has only a 

dim notion of what it 'means to be a rabel. Such limited 
/ 

,'perceptions of selthood and sooial aecuri ty help her 

1-

mamtain her naive concept of possible esoape and a mira- -

c~lously transformed future life in the faoe of her 
, , 

actual. penury and realistic sooial expectations. The 
- < 

experience with Lucius shatters her romanticized and 

1imited sel.f-ide~tity, after their t'irst meeting, her 

r:" ". ,-, '" 
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sense of selfhood is immediately predicated upon her sense 

of self as woman to man, "what she was worth" (62) t.o 

him. Thu~, Charity replaces a negati ve social conscious­

ness with that of the 19th ,century ideological one of 
-

woman as mirror to man. 
, f 

i a ., •• ~ she eould im~ine no rêason for doing or not 

:', ' L ' 

doing anything exeept the f act that Harney , 
'wished or did not wish it. AlI her tossing con­
trac:lictory impulses were mere;ed in a f'atalistic 
acceptance of his will. (175) 

Their summer of passion in a deserted house seems to be 

Selden' s r~ublic li ved out, however, i\l; too ie proven 

to 1?e Il some bottomless abyss" (211) whèn pereeived in i ta 

relation to the society around it. Charity sees late in 

the af'fair that she has'been a yartner to only one tacet 

of Lucius'- life--his csexuali ty--and that in her role as 

lover and reflector of passion ehe is alienated fram the 

soeial Lucius and his worlda 

Behind the frail screen of her lover's caresses 
was the whole inscrutable mystery of his life 1 

his relations with other people--with other 
women--his opinions, his pre judices, his prin­
ciples, the net of influence s and interests and 
amei tians in which every man' s life is entangled. 
(197 ) 

She understands then the limitations of her new social 

consciousness--soeial in that she relates to another even 

if only as "other" --but, in tune wi th ide~:>logical 

strictures, sacri~ices her Iqver for his sake. While 

her escape to the Mountain appears to be a revoIt ag-ainst 
, 

this limi ted social consciousness, i t is that same new 

. ' 

• 
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'. ' 
- 'collective identification which thwarts her reunion with 

) .. 
-the alienated, beings there. Finally, her marriage, to 

" --- ------~--- Q!' 
RoyaJ.1. la a reintegrat~on 'of her social se1.f wi thin his 

'r 'p'ollectlve, but this ls at the cast of' her real eelf--in 
, ! 
~--_/ part awakened through her particular sensual experienoe, 

re~al1.1ng Chopin'a rebel women--and her admittedl.Jr naive 

i . 'Ideals. As Margaret B. McDawel1. writes, "Charity's love' 
" 

affair has thus cost her her ind-ependence as a hum an 1 

being. She has, in effect, spent ~er life in one 

summer. " 25 

Charity' s final sacrifice of self to col1.ective. 

her re-establishment in society for the sake of fUture 

genérations, is possibly a positive one 1 Wharton' a ending 

does not speak ta this effect. Wharton suggests, however, 

that through Indivldual kindness--that of Royall, for 

exampl,e--the social rebel might find a haven in whlch one 

oould' ratianalize the aftereffects of persona! reval t--ln 

this case, Charity and Royall raising Lucius' and Charlty's 

ohild as thelr ,own. Nevertheless, it is clear that soci­

ety as yet has no place for actual individu al experience 

while it ia happening, that the socia1 dichotomies are 

still effective, and that scandal and reval t are recog­

nized only by collective cooptation and then, after the 

facto 

The Reef (1912) brings Wharton' s explorations of CC' 

'unconventional. love ta New York society, here transported 

/ 
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to France and further isolated in one tomblike chateau.' 
v -

The locale is equal~y important thematicWy as was 

Charity' s social statua, both are symbolic indications' 
u \~ 

that Wharton ls here dealing wi th stagnant societies in 

which i ta membera ~o not desire or effect change. This 

tj.me W'harton of~ers implicit social cri ticism through 
, . 

her p'Ortrayal of indivlidual relationshi.ps predicated upon 

the ideologica.l double standard--an implicit concem in 

Summer--and doubts concerning bourgeois moral.ity. 

The novel, Wharton' B .Imost determinedly Jamesian 

or psychological \York, dissects the consciousnesses of 

two characters. George Darrow and Anna Leath. Both had 

grown up in "the sarne New York circle and' had loved one 

. another. However, Anna. in a naive thrUst against con­

vention, married Leathl he had appeared to be a social 

rebel totâlly unlike the genteel Darrow. Mer marriage 

'proves to be loveleas and conventional in its unconven­

tionality, Leath, like.Selden, advocated social revolt 

only because he was t'irmly and willfully entrenched in 

society and because such an attitude ia an alluring 

" ' pose. Leath dies leaving Anna with a young dallghter .. 

" 

r 
an adult step-son, end a chilly chateau. At the outset 

of the novel, George has been summoned to Annal s chateau, 

their firet love is now to be consummated in marriage. 

George, put off without reason by Anna, has'an affair 
~, 

"i th Sophie Viner. Months later George proposes to 
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Anna who accepts., but thei'J:' marriage plans are ahattéred 
ri 11 

when Anna diacovera George" a affair with ,Sophie, who la 
('" 

now governess to her child. The novel' s set piace ia t~e 

psychological portrayals of George and Anna &t this 

olimactic point of moral conflict. 

Wharton con~tructs George' s character as an em-
Il, .' 

.. phatic embodiment of the patriarchal world view. He 
1-

perceives women as falling lhto two categories, lady and 
, J 

whore, each having a strdghtforward value "to the more 
, :26 

complex masculine nature •••• " George, at the time of 

his reunion with Anna, has weari,ed of his genteel roué ' 
, ., 

ra le J he sees his future marriage to Anna as a means of, 

establiahing hiinself in the sociaJ. collective" and continu-

1 ty a ~'He \lias a li ttle tired of experiIhenting an life J he 

wanted ta 'take a line, , ta follow things up, te centra­

lize and concentrate, and prodtice re,sul ta" (127). After 

he ia firat re je'Cted by Anna" he rationalizes his buai­

nesslike affair with Sophie as a reaction against'<;Anna' a 

llfe-negating womanhoad. ' 

What were all her reticencea and evasians but the 
resul t of the deadening proceas of forming & 
'lady'? The freshness he had marvelled at was 
like the unnatural whiteness of flowers forced 
in the dark •••• She was still. afraid of, life, of 
i ta ruthlessne ss, i ts d'anger and mystery. She 
was still the petted little girl who cannat be 
left alone in the dark.... (28) 

However, ai'ter his reconciliatien with .her, he sees these 

same repressive qualities as' positive assets, primarily 

. .;;- --~._----- ---
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because she le his propertyl "She was like a picture so 
~ 

hung j:hat i t. can be seen .only at a certain angle 1 an 

~le known ta no one but lts possessor. T~e thought 

flattered his sense of possessorship" (129). George, 

~ike Salden, privately admits to the f'atuousness of 

~s views, bU~' he alao revels in them. His attitudes 

br! tical awareness of the same prove him ta be in tune 

wi th his society. He is a man actively seeking indivi-

and 

, 

dual. 'coMpromise for the sake of supposed social stabi­

li ty • Hi s arrog ance t duplici ty. and Ilar al v acuousne S8-­

characteristics which are inherently irresponsible and 

unresponsive yet which are also socially acceptable--
1 

remain constant throughout the book. 

Wharton initially introduces Anna' s charactar 

as a femal.e counterpart to George' s male chauvinism. 

'" Ànna' s life beiore Darrow had been one based solely on 
-

appearances. consciously separated from .. the actual 

business of living •• ,"'. (94). However, despite her men­

tally sterile marriage to Leath, Anna la still partial 

to the illusion that love, that between husbarid and wife, 

"would one day release her from this spel~ of unreali ty" 

{86) • Her nascent consciousness, then, ls to be awakened 

through identification wi th a man in a socially sanctioned 

relationship. After she accepts George' s- proposal, Anna' s 

private emotional response resounds wi th true womanhood 

rhetorici 

1 

1 
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She felt 1ike testing him by the Most fantasti&, ' 
exactions. and at the same moment she long,d to 
httmble herselt beiore him. to mak~ herself the 
shadow and eeho of his mood. She wanted to 
linger wi th him- in a world of fancy and ye·t to 
walk at. his side in the world of facto She 
wented him ta feel her power and yet to love her 
for her ignoranoe and humil! ty. She fel t like 
a slave, and a goddess, and a gir.l in her teens •••• 
(124) . 

This is a potential.ly per:f'ect gent~el marriage, indeed, 

eac~ member fulfil.ling socially-conditioned roles, save 

for Sophie Viner, the one too real renttnde.r of actuali ty. 

Sophie destroys .Anna' s womanhood world by offering 

an alternative .to i t. Sophie' s philosophy la 'pure indi­

vidualism, in large part so because she is. like Mattie 

and Charity. outside of proper society. Her love for 
, 

George, as she te11s Anna. needs no moral justification 

or social valorizationl "'I wanted it--I chose it. He 
-, , 

wu good to me--no one wu ever so goodl'· (287) While 

~ophie i6 not, as some cri tics would have i t, a "new 

woman"--she ia.too near a cipher for such a full-blooded 
"1 _ ~ 

concept--her radical consciousness is arguably superior 

te Anna' Sr an indication that Anna too ia a personal 
, '-

cipher, a willing stereotype. Sophie is both socially / 

renponsible--she does not use scandal against Anna' a 

clan--and personally self-sufficient--she requires no 

partner in "hom her identi ty is permanently subsumed •. 

Anna' s consciousness, on· the other hand, entails social 

dut Y only te her isolated society of three, perhapa 

destructively so, and personal dependence on George. 

Il 
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Anna' s realization of the existence of tx-ue and p,oe1 t~ve 

alternative world view! or consciousnesses riecessar~ly 
ï' 

exposes her world--that ot Leath and Darrow, her wom~-

hood selt and the like--as repressive, immoral, and in .. 
l 

dividually alienating. Agam, Wharton conjures up a 

vision of! chaos and indeteminacy as Anna tries to recon-
J j 1 

.cile a ra jected consci'ottsness wi th a new and f'rigntening 

one 1 "She felt like a traveller on a giddy path between 

a cliff and a precipice. there was nothing bu.t to go on" 

(JJ9-340). Wharton offers no resolutionJ the synthesis 

of' clashing consciousnesses, a l'redominantly genteel one 
, 

\ 

ineorp~rating, womanhood ideology assimilated wi thin the 

modern, liberal world view, is seemingly impossible wi thin 

the boundaries of this texte For all three characters, 

their experiences are, in different w~s, tragedies cul­

m.inating in isolation and desolation. \.:: 

A brie! look at one of Wharton' s later short 

stories offers an important clarification of her attitude 

about individual rebellion. In "The Long Run" (1916). 

Wharton shows the consequences of n2! revol ting against 

social strictures and prescription~1 in the long run. 

one would come ta despise "the rage of coni'ormity H
27 and 

ta despalr of having missed the actual business of living: 

In each individual case, then, rebellion if" it be done 

in search,of selfhood i~ a potentially positive and ne­

cessary act. It ia only inaction or eomplaoency that leads 

. \ 

1 
1 

1 

1 
.' 
1 

1 

1 
1 
i 

\ 
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p ivate tr,agedy.~ Furthermore, Wharton intimates in 

"hat holda true for the indi vldual " 

doea so as well for the collective. It ia her world 

which ia at fault i:t the end result of experience b8 ' 

inèomprehensible de spair or silence. If a society cannot 

assimilate the experiences" of a Sophie Viner or Anna Leath' 

or comprehend the self-desire of a Charity Royall or 

Ethan Frome, then i t is as perverse astate ot being as 

Chari ty. s MOlD'lt ain or Sal.den' s rep~bli c. 

" IV. Woman as E!'ntrepreneur , " 

Wharton' s The Custom of the Countn:, (1913) studies 

Lily Bart' s world a, decade later and the massive social: 
1 

transformations ef:t'ectuated by the incursion and assimi-

lation of new money society into the genteel. This soei'al 

analysis ls implici tl.y presented in ~er account of 

Undine Spragg t s meteoric· rise :t'rom Apex City through the 

New York 400 and the Prench Faubourg saint Germain to a 

eommanding position in modern New York society. Wharton 

continually counterposes severa! social milieus but not, 

as one wou,ld expect. opposing world views. Agairi she 

focusses on the prevalent and unvaried ideology, that of . 

the cult of true womanhood, fundamental to all the groups 

depicted. Wharton here dissects a further manifestation 

of ideologioal types in her portrayal Çlf Undine Spraggl 
" 

the woman as SQ'cial and finâncial entrepreneur, 1 the ' 
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,',.< -.-:' 

, ,beauti:f'ul ob ject revealed as rapacious consumer. Like 

Sophie Viner who was an emotional entrepreneur,- Undin'e la 

not the complete new woman despi te her seemingly indepen-
, , ' 

dent actions. Instead, she is 'a brilliant and determined 

ind1~idual reacting against the moral limitations but not 
'. . 

the social advantages of patriarchal-,- genteel prescr~p-

tions. 

Undine, as a character saya, is ~a monstrously '. 
- , . 

perfect result --'of ,the aystem. the completest proof of lts 

trl~p~. ,,28 She 18 the consummate beautfi'ul abject who 

realizes bath the value and thé self-aggrandizing us~ o-r 

her sociS:l capLtal and té, "therefare, a personff'icat~on" of 
'-

her-society's Materialisme H;owever, despite Undine's 
\ 

, highly developed sense of the possible uses of 'cap! tal--

both social and economiç--she ls ignorant of' the fore'es 

of production behind it. cm accordance with \the custom ot 

the country, t.Jndine w illfU~Y di varce s herse l~"trom -re al 

business, that of WaJ.l street, and concerna herselt' sQlely 

with social business, that of Fif'th Avenue. Undine sees 
" 

this separation of apl'ear~ce and reali ty; as a posi ttve 

given as, for example, when she defines businessl "~ 

"as man' s province 1 and what did men go • down town' for 

but to bring back the spoila to their women?" (44) It ~s. ' 
oJ.ear, then, tl1at Undine' s socia1 consclouaness reflects 

, , . 
the genteel ideologicàl limi tationsO conéerning social 

, 

realities and non-r~alities. It ls only her individual 

0' 
Q 

A 
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twist on the ideology--"To have th!ngs had always seemed 

to hèr the first' 'essential of' existence ••• " (7J)--that .. ,\: 
, ' 

is. ât tlmes, lii"variance witli the tradition of genteel 
, " 

appearances. Undine as entrepren~ur la too openly "t-he 

perfectlY commercial item, "29 as Cynthia 'Wo,lff writes. 
o 

aJ1~ the insatiable: consumer. ' In terms of, Wharton t s social 
, 1 

cr,itique,: Undirie's social consci6usness reflects the ~1 

actual if disguiaed social irrespnnsibility·of the 

genteel collec~ive. 'If Undine ia only the u~timately 

perverse soci~ citizen who desir.es assimilation into 

society because that world is the best buy on the market, 

then society ls seen as inherently corrupt in it, wl11ing­

nese ta compromises ethics for the sake of money. The , , 
• 

presentation of Undine's character. in eS'sence, ls , , 

W h;art on , s ~ndictment~,against a,world based on fluctuating 

f -.ValU~~ _ and relativ:e, 'Dloral~ty, oo_neePts Whit und:ne capi­

talizes upon in her busine_ss. an?J'one' in whieh the only , 
" l" .,,~ 

undisputed oonvëntion ia 'not to 'seU oneself short. ' 
~r • .... u .~_~ • 

• , '., 1 g 

~oci.ty here 1s 'a k1i~e;'s market. 

! 
Undine's business, of course, necessltates'~art-

~ ,,-,," li" 

nership·wlth men. ,Her tiret marriage ls an unmitigated 
, " . . , . , ' 

disaste:r;- m: terme of, a soeia11.y anri"tinanoiall.y prof~table 
, ' ..... 1 

,~8;tell .. , Her fa1:h,r, an as~te businessman, oalcu!ates the 
" ' 

imrned1ate gains for, Undine, t'inds them non-e~istent, and, 

~uls,the oontract.' Undine then moves to New York's 
" 

Stentorian Hotel and, ,for a foothold, in New York' s 400, 
." . 
tharrit!~' Ralph M"a7;"Vell. . .-. , -' , 

, \ 

, , 

, " 
, " 

. Ii, 

, , 

" 
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, 
Marvall' s gentili ty la mingl:ed wi th a sometimes 
• 

perspicacious awareness ot social ac:tualities. He likens , 

his clus to "aborigineà" (7:H clinglng to limited and " 

'limlting conventions, incapable of revitalizing social 

innovations that would assure social SurviRa!. On ,t~e 

other hand, MarvèU sees the new money class as d'mons:trous 

and tacti tious" (73) and. as caught up in the game of ap-:­

pearance~ versus real.ity as ia genteel New York. However. 

this sooi,aJ. aw;a:reness translates in pragmatlc ;terms into 

an unmitigated.ly pessimiBtic world view. 
'11 

'.Che daughters of his own :r;ace sol<1 themselves 

. , 

to the InvadersJ the d.aughters of ,the Invaders 
bought thelr husbande as they bought an opera-b~x. 
It ought all to have been transaoted on the s~ 
Stook Exohange. (78) •• i 

Ralph Is thus twice di vorced tram raali ty by virtue ~ of his 

class and negative consciousness. His attlt1Jde toward 
! 

marriage ta ,Undine ls, equaJ..ly problematic ~ that his , 
• 

union is for him a fuJ..fillment ot patri archal ideals and 

,not, as the reader sees, a transcendence of sslf-al.lena­

tion or an actuaJ.ization of awakened consciousnassl 
, 

••• he seemed ta see her like a lovely rock-bound 
Andromeda~ wi th the devouring monster Society 
careening up to malee a mouthful • of hert and himself 
whirl~ down on his winged~horse--jus~ Pegasus 
turned Rosinante tar the nonce--to eut her bonds, 
snatch her up. and whirl her back into the bl~ •••• 
(84) 

Und.ine. also marries naively, in her case tor the 
1 9 ~ 0 

satisfaction of~ 'ber ideals of " amusement 0 Md respectabi-

li ty" CJS4-) ~ The difteren_ce between the wo partnérs lies 0 ~ 

'\ 
, a 

1 
to i , .i 

, ' 
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~in,thei~ abillty tp compreh~nd the 'reality'of thelr mis-
(' " { , 1>\ , 

alli'mee, ahd eut their 'losses r Ralph never' fu~ly surren-
, . -

~ Q " , 

d,ers "has roman:tlc vi'e~ ~of Undme, but Un:dine pragmati-\ 

«811y gives UP Marvell., l;"eveaie~ to her as having on1y' , .1 

the appearanee of weal th and statua" for eontinued pursui t , , ' 

of, the Big De al.. " ' . ' 

lier.next tw;o parëlllour's, whi1e less idealistieal~y. , , , 
jr' , 

, romanti'c than Ralph, prove e,.qually" ,unsatisfying. Peter 
'III!, , " 

,'" ~", 
van Degen, an embodiment of ,the vulgar rich but soeially 

, , 

seQur~L class, ia a ,fai~ match ;for Undine"s 'entr,epreneur'ial 
~ .J>, ' , , \L, ~ • 

'self'. Their af'fair ia openly. negotlàted on Il the lmtl!il-
# - , , • 

, , ' 
'meni) plan" (231), yan ~egen p.~ing Undine,'~~bi11s for, 

" - fpture, sexual favors~ what v,an "Degen' c~~s "accumulated , ' 
, , ' 

G >.' ,~ Q 

~ interest" (231). However,' U.nd~ne ie r~ve aled as too 
" . 

ruth~ess a b~silles~omeân 'evén iér ',hiM; Undlne chooses to,~ 
.Q 1 

pey off her interest while Ra.1pb lies near' death, .for. 
" ,,' , 

~ # Q,' 1 • ~ 

'Undine a, "bold moye, .... as care;tU+ly ·ç:alcul~ed -S.a.- t~e 
Q Il (1 < "\ 0 

',' 
happiest Wal.;L street t stroke!" ,( 364) ., For van Dège'n, 1 t' . '. 

~ 'Cl 1 ~ " ! ~ , 

Q , -' l' ! ~ , • 

la ,too'pointed1y an indi~atio~ df his'telative value ta 
~ ~ ~ . 

~ 0 ~ j 

g "Cl 1 q. 1:' ~ '~ 

" ber and possible future tr.e atment ''a.t, he~ hands. ,He ' , 
, , , , 

leaves her. Undin~t s actions ,have' ,shattered his ideal o:f 
- 0 ~ {; ~, • r '1 • 

o ~ G .. ~ ~ 
"', : ' ! , 

a morally, or immo~ally,' compàtïble ma.te. 
" ~ 0 1. 1 

, 1 

'p 

.... ~, Il , lot , J ' 

Q' ()61d after ~he van D~gen affair, 'latbhes, onto Marquis " 
" ' 

.Raymond'de Chel~es B1lc:t ·marri~.s' him •. This act i~ a soc:i:a.t.'-: 
, e ~ " ,~" ~ ~ , ,.. 

~ ~ ~ "1 

and financi;:û: disaster par'~le.l' to the Marvell, escapad~. ' 
, . .. . ~ [, 

'1 '. 
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As'with Ralp~. Undine ~iàcovers har new marriag~ offérs 

nana of the expect~d ~ocial benefits-~Undipe as mtatress 
,. , , 

ot a palatial hotel in Paris and centerpiece ot society--

but only the limitations--Undine as ~solated ehatelafne 

in a chilly country chateau and mute wi.fe ta a taithless 

,husband. , 
:; , e 
, . 

, Undine' B last marriage brings her tull c~rcle in' .... 

that she reûnites with her first husband, Elmer Mottat:t, 

now the "billionaire Railroad King" (s8lS). Wharton maiées 
, . ' 

clear throughout the book thaj: these two en,trepren~~s " 
, . , . 

are the only characters who tru~y under~tand and a.ecel»t . 
one anotherl they ara seemingly .quals in ~he ,w'èrlds of 

1 

social, and financial. business. However, even this 

marriage is not mutually satistying.' Mottatt, the 

"greatest ~eriean oolleotor" (530), is contet;l~ in' hav~ , 
, ' \ 

tinally acqulred "the best" <'538), Un~~." Yet, despite, 
, ' 

a new Parisi~ hatel complete with" de dh~lles'- -~e~ral 

tape,tries and ~ Fitth Avenue mansion which is Il an exact 

èopy of the Pitti Palace, Florence~ (586), Undine ia 
~ , 

unconvinced that ahe has not sold herseil shOrt again. 
~ ,.' ; 

e ~ L 

. She had everything she' wantea, 'but she still fert, 
at times, that there were other things 'she m~ght 
want if she !mew about them. And there had been,', 
moments lately when she had had to contess to ' 

.' , " 

, '~Q" 1 

. , 

. '~" 
,'\.,. 

.. 

L , , , 

hersalf that Moff·att di<i not fit into thé' 
• , ,picture. (591) 

.. 
JI 

,By the conclusion,'this speculation becomes, realit~, 

and the saga of U,ndine Spragg' s search for self-realization 
.' , 

. ' 
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..... ' 

through conscio~s "objeotiflcation is le ft -unresolved. 

This is only to be expected, as Wharton has postulated. 
t 

Undine' s world view ls-based on veraclous materialism and 

a degenerate variation o~ 19th century womanhood ideology. 

UndinE!' a experience!=l prove alienating because ,her limi ted 

conaciousnesa advocates the separation of appearance tram 

re alit.Y , the sooial picture given precedence over se~­

delineation and desires. Thoae who share qndine's world 

view remain disUni ted as there are no cIe ar soei al or 

moral horizons by whlch any one May ma1ntain a foothold 

in re ali ty. This al ternatl ve variant of limi ted social 

conseiousness ls, then, not the answer ta soèial stagna­

tion and indivldual alienation. 

Wharton's two short storles of social entrepre­

neurship support thls vievre "The Introducers" (1906) ls 

, dmildly ironie but ~inally romantic t'iétion in whieh two 

soeiàl climbers who plan to marry each other' s wealthy 

charge t'all in love instead.' It is noteworthy that in 

this tale b~th characters reject their materialistic lit'e-

, " styles at the disclosure ot' their mutual ~:f'e otion. "Les 

Metteurs en scène" (1908) la a darker re-telling of the 

sarne plot. Here,'" the female entrepreneur, Blanche / 

Lamb art , eventually inheri ta a cool million tram a new 
A 

money girl Blanche introduced into society. However, the 

male entrepreneur Jean ,Le Fanois whom Blanche loves must 

re ject her offer of marriage and final social and t'inancial, 

o 0 

. , , \ r 
, 0 " 

, " 
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aecuri tyr he has alre'ady affianced himself to the rlch 

girl's dowdy mother. Soclety Is, as Marvell conjectured 

and Blanche learns, a killer' s market in which the house 

always beats the player. In Wharton' s warld, monetary 
'\) 

9 and social sUccess' ie fleeting, more importantly, and 

even in these texts about ul timate social bounders, 

self-realization ls impossible because the boundaries 

o~ social and self fUlfillment remain ever limited. 

V. Romance and Re ali ty in the "Age of Innocence" 

The warka diecussed thus tar, including thoàe by 

Chopin, offered analyses of'progressive stages of social 

consciousness at a time of social and economic transi- , 

tian. These variational consciousnesses--whether indi­

vidual or class, quiescent or awakened--were sien to be 
> ' 

ultimately limited and alienating in that theyreflected-

either estranging Ideologies or moral inanition. None 

of these works presented explicitly an alternative con­

sciousness radical enough ta counteract alienation and 

to promo te positive social and sexual reform. However,' 

theae warka were literally stories and novels of social 

change, seen in both Chopin' s and Wharton' s content and 

analytical style, i t is ta be expected that realist 

'writers would locus upon the social lacks ~d limita 

rather than socialist or radical ideals. Wharton' s îh! 

Age ot Innocence (1920) rounds out her social chronicle 

-, 

, . 
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in that it presents Old New York in its heyday and a 

brief glimpse at the modern society of the late 1910s. 

Further, this Most famous of her works supports the 

social cri ticism of her earlier novels and, finally, 

offers a realistic re-evaluation of her own genteel 

culture and a tentatively optimistic view of a new 
\ 

American society and modern world. 

The Age of Innocence ls, simply, the story of a 

êonventional man tom between his love for a social rebe! 

and his relationship with his ideological mate. Wharton 

had previously utilized this love-triangle plot device 

in her chronicle, The Valley of Decision (1902), and her 

social reform novel, The Fruit of the Tree (1907). In 

eàch case, unconventional love--Odo' s for FUlvia, 
, 

Amherst' s for Justine--was compromised by the man' s ina-

'pility to su'rrender fully his traditional world view • 

. Similarly, in The Age of Innocence, Newland can never 

fulfill his love for Ellen because he final2y cannot pull 

:himself out of "the rage of conformity." In all these 

,novels. compromise arises--for both men and women--from 

conscious acceptance b.ut not full comprehension of trad­

'1 tional patriarchal ideology and power. 

Old New York is here portrayed as steeped in con-­

vention; genteel mooxners are still supreme despite the 

dim but visible Invaders on th~ social horizon. The 

rulin.g traditions appear ,to be private and public honesty, , 
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bourgeois morals ~d taste, and collective cohesion. In 
i 

reality, genteel manners are a mask disgulsing hypocrisy, 

immorality, gross materialism, and, collective tyranny. 

It ia again a sQclety already advocating appearance over 

reall ty. .. ••• stylishneas was what New York Most valued." )0;' 

Further, It ls a world 'in whlch actuality 15 mentally 

denied in order to save appearancea. "In real1 ty they 

all li véd in a kind of hie'roglyphic world where the real 

thing was never said or dane or even thought, but only 

represented by a se"7 of arbi trary signa ••• ft (45)' !nd.ed .. 

New~and's society ls based on the symbolic sacrifice ot 

tOo. real individuals--the "taking lite 'without efZUaion "'-> 
ot blood"· (JJ5)--i:f this be nece8sary for collective 

show and survival. The class motto of New York 18 suc­

cinctly put by Newland's mother. " " ... if we don't all 

stand together, there'll be no such thing as Society 

" left" (51). . 

Newland Archer, at the outset, ia a soclally 

se cure , ttdilettante" (4) and as fatuous a. male ideologue 

as were George Darrow and Robert Lebrun. He la engaged 

to May Welland who 1s, for her time, a perfect "product 

ot the system H (8). Newland's attitude toward her 18 

e~ually perfeet in its ideological puritYJ he seès her 

as his future possession ideally constructed o~ H abysmal 

purity" (7), "whiteneS8, radiance, goodnesa" (24-), 

lttruth ••• reality ••• the life that belonged to him" (141), 

~p~'ace, stabi11 ty, eomradeship and the ateadying sense 
,\ 

! , 
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of an une!lc'apable duty" (207). This, of course, before 

the Falli after meeting Ellen Olenska, a social outcast 

of good family lineage, these positive valueJ become, 

",tor Newland, negative and sterile. 

Newland does not then come ta despise Ma;y herselt 

but only·the collective conspiracy, which she embodies, 

rooted in the genteel,ideoldgy exacting specifie roles 

and reLations. Mor~ importantly, Newland ia re~ulsed by 

M~ pr~cisely because she re~lects his own blindness and 
, 

-
his particular "truth" and "reali ty," "the lite that 

belonged to him ••• " (141). Newland first faul ta M~ for 

,being part ot a matriarchal plot against male self-will. 

And he telt himself oppressed by this creature 
o~ factitious purity, so cunningly manufactured 
by a conspiracy of mothers and aunts and grand­
mothers and long-dead ancestresses, because it 
was supposed te be what he wanted, what he had 
a right to, in order that he might exercise his 
lordly pleasure in smashing it like an image 
made of snow ~ (46) 

Newland sees male power, then, as merely a female gi:f',t 

to men; his self-"image is thus tainted by association 

with female will. Newland, of course, denies any personal 

responsibility for the state of affairs, even though he 

had earlier spouted liberation rhetoricr his s,ympat~ies 

lie only wi th himself and the male world as he does 

battle with,what he perceives as the primitive femiuin~ 

world embodied in M~. 

It weuld presently be his task to take 
the bandage from this young woman's eyes, and 
bid her look forth on the wo~ld. But how many 
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generations of the women who had gone to her­
making had descended bandaged to the family 
vault? He shivered ~ little, remembering some 
of the new id~as in his scientific books, and 
the much-cited instance o~ the Kentucky 
caY&-fish, which had ceaéed to develop eyes 
because they had. no use :for them. What if 
when he had bidden May Welland te open hers, 
the y could on~y look out blankly at blankness? 
(83) 

Thus, Newland believes in the separate worlds of women 

and men, a falae censtruct in his case since both worlds 

are inscribed in the same circl.e. Indeed. as ia quickly 

made cleer, Newland ia less a:traid of May' a emptlness' 

than his own two-dimensional "character" which his re-

lationship with her brings to light. In short, he ois . 
terrorized by the realization that their worlds are one 

-1 

trom which there ia seemingly no escape. In answer to 

her praise of his individualist stance, Newlan~ exposes 

what it ls in May and himsel! which is Irremediable. 

ft • Original' We t re all as like e ach othe r as those doll.s 
\-----. , 

eut out of the same folded paper. We're like patt~rns 

stencilled on a wall'" (8;). 

Perversely, Newland marries May, this despite 

the knowledge that their union ia predicated on "a dull 
, t 

association of material 'and social interests held to- -

gether by ignorgnce on the one side and hypocrisy on the 
• 

other" (144-145). May then become~ the scapegoat of his 

disillusionment. It comes as no surprise.that Newland 

experiences his marriage as "the same black abyss yawned 

before him, and he fel t hlmsel.f sinking into i t, deeper_ 

! 

" 
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and deeper ••• " (186). His complici ty l'i th patriarchal 

'society and ideology makes of his life an "endlese 

emptiness" (227). Newland. however. does not realize 

this fully until the end ot his life, he only intuits 

in his youth that his way of being has made of him a 

l'alking corpse. As he tells May early on in their 

marri age 1 "' l !!!! dead-"';-I've been dead for months and 

months'" (29 S). 

On the other hand, Ellen provokes his social 

self and :tinaJ.ly revitalizes his individual seU, if only , " 

for a short time. At t'irst he responds to her as would 

any other gente el, chi valrous 'man. He is d.r~ into 

association with her by his relationship with May and at 

the outset of their friendship, counsels Ellen to fit' 

hersel!, as he has done, to society or be outcast againl 

. • one can't ~ake over soeiety •••• The individual, 
in sueh cases, is nearly always sacri~iced to 
l'hat la supposed to be, the collective interest, 
people cling to any convention that keeps the 
family together •••• • (112) 

Newland i8 not then totally aware of how firmly set he is 

within 'the larger family, society, nor Is he conscious of 

the structuresot power surrounding Ellen, those which 

she tully comprehends. Wlth her, he does not come to 

understand the true separ~tion of female and male worlds 

nOr her attempt ta co-exist peacefully in both. Instead,. 

he soon sees her simply as a helpless temale who needs a 

knight such as he 1 "she stood before him as an exposed 

and pi tiful figure, to be saved at all costs t'rom tarther 

l, 
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wounding heI\selt' in her mad plunges against :rate" (96). 

And so he places her on the pedestal of his affections, 

the one trom whieh he has dethroned May, and begins a 

deseent into passion. He plays out the role of romantic 

lover to the hilt, supposedly ceding to her his power 

and will, that which May stole from him. while in actu­

ality he does battle against her defenses. 

At their first major love seene, Newland la 

spurned and envisions himsel!' as Most despairing~ and 

desperate lovers do--on the edge of nothingnessl 

He falt as though he had been struggling for 
hours upLthe face ot a steep precipice, and 
now, Just as he had fought his way to the top, 
his hold had gi ven way and he was pi tehing 
down headlong into darkness. (174) 

Even though Ellen has taught him "the need of thinldng 

himself into conditions incredibly dlfferent fram ~ 

that he lmew ••• " (104), Newland cannat even wi th her 

accept responsibility tor'his own acts,nor see beyond 

his romantic delusions and his patriarchal, limi ted con­

sciousness. In a later assault on her sense of seli" and 

responsibilit~ and in a curious inversion of his criti­

ciam of May, he :t'aul ta Ellen :t'or de stroying his secure 

world while denying him hers. He tells her, "'You gave 

me my tirst glimpse of a real lite, and at the same 

moment you asked me to go on with a sham one. It' s 

beyond human enduring--that' s all'" (242) • 

In essence, Ellen awakens his dormant sense of 

' ' CI 
1 

• 1 -l' 

1 
1 
1 

1 
l 
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sel..t'hood and altërnative reality beyond the contines of 

New York. Indeed, in her home, dress, mannere, presen­

tation of sel.f'--again, all. lIatters ot appearance--she' 

comes ta embody for 1?im 'po"tential .el1'-fulfil.lment 

through "the actual business of living- • 

•• • for the fir8t t1me Archer tO\D1d h1msel.f' face 
ta face with the dread argument ot tne indivi­
dual case. Ellen Olenska was like no other 
woman, he was like no other man. thea sl tuation, 
therefore, resembled no one else's. and they were 
answerable ta no tribunal but that ot t4eir own 
jUdgmen t • (306) 

After hi~ marri age , Ellen ls enshrlned in Newland' s par-. 
ticular republic of the spirit. ·he had buil.t up within 

himselt a kind of sanctuary in which she throned anong 

his secret thoughts and longings· (262). However, it ié 

clear by the end that Newland has not l.oved Ellen Olenska ' 
1 1 

but merely another ob jectlfied ideal, tor he can never 

trul.y comprehend that which is "like nothing that he was 

accustomed to look at (and theretore able ta see) ••• " (71~.' 

Newl.and ls sel:f'-dece~ved on all acc01.U1ts. and his inabi-

lit Y to relinquish repressive idealism 'and romanticism 

for pragmatic action is made evident to the resi1sting 
, 

reader primarily through Wharton' s straightforward yet 

complex presentation of Newland' s two women. Their reali­

ties and experierice tirst complement and then c01.U1ter~t 

Newland's oppressive idealogy and world. 

Ellen, while admittedly in love with Newland, 

seeks only social securi ty and. not another cl:!.anC'~ at social 

revoIt. She understands that th~ world of,women •.. seen for 

. , 
\ , 

. \ 
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.xample in thé sphere of Catherine Mingott, ,la, still 

n.cessar,ily aligned wlth the world of men so that it 

,might' survlve. She is not, hoWever, a totally passive 
, ), a " , 

, '" 

objecta she strlves throughout the story to maintain 
, , 

her perapnal' sense of integrity and sê11' while simultane-
, , 1 

. ously making over soeie~ in SIIlall WEIYS' so that she cano 
~ ~ 

in turn peeome a comtortable part of -tnat wOl"ld,. To 
, 

, ' these etteets, she ia perf'eetly willing to sacri:t'ice her 

~-~she ~.ll. New~and, .'! càn'~ love you'unl ••• 

'l ~ive you Up·N (173), a'statement of toresight and not 

evasion as wu Robert Lebrtm' s--and does $0, first by 
1 

continuously reminding him of his reality,' M~ and soc1-

e'ty~O md, ultimately by abdicating her per~onal love and 
II. ,. 

" social (Security, returning to an outcaèt's life. Ellen 

both underetends self-desire an4,responsibilit.Y to selt 
..ti 

and others' whereas Newland only feels de-sire and a 
, . 

o , 

longing for seU. She counters Nevlland's idealism wlth 

pragmatism and logic-- U 'we '111 look, not at visions, but 
,-

at realities'" (289)--and in responding to his romantic 

view of' an illieit affair, finally' laYs the i11usive 

repuçlic of the spirit to resta 

LNewland SaysJ ' l want--I want somehow ta get 
away "i th you into a world where words 11ltè 
that--categories like that--won't exist. Where 
we shall be simply-two human,beings who love 
e&ch other, who are the who1e of lite to each 

, other, and nothing e1s~ on e arth will matter.' 
She drew a deep sigh that ended in another 

l~h. 'Oh, my dear--where is that country?' 
('29,0) 
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. lE.ll.~n knOW!3' that utop!an or 'romantic drèans are 
\ '~ .... .., , , 

~ • b 1 

sooiallY, :rutile sincé' they cannot be actualized. 'She 
, ~ 

has been ".beyond~ (291) t1ewl.and's world, and she realizes 
- , 

, that onë' must live wi thin one' s society or be alienated, 
". ,', 

.~ _ \ {. fi 

observe the ameni tiea even if they be inani t,le s or be 

~itli~ut ,.a.modus viven"di. Ji . 

, "Similarly-. May was cl.early not the help~e~s 'inno-
, ..... -.... ' .)' '\, , 

" 

l ' 

( 

. , . 

l' 
" ' 

", 

,', ,.cent Newland, believed he,r to ",be, :ry.or ",1s she at all pa~!3ive 

At· . ih 'her l'ullillment of icleological l prescript.i,on. 
, 1 

" 

Ellen' s oasting-out farewell dinner gIven by May,. Newland 
~ 1.. ' 

- -realii~s that 'Ma,Y. has understood him all along and hac! . 
# •• ... 

' .. :' activ.ely 'but not, maliciously' censpired against Ellen ,and' 
, , , 

, , ' 

, , 

, .' 

hint' iri order ,te prot'ect her Immediate and extended fanily--
, • .. ~ , , t:J ~ • ' 

',society. So t'o(,-' doea Newland learn, 'after May' s death 'that . ~, 

~he l?-ad c~niprehended his affections for bot,h her and Ellen 

and that' she., like ~ilen" had only done what wap rightl 

they had all torced themselves to live, good lives. Each 

wOman, aa well, as Newland, t!ten, had t'ulfilled'.ideological 
o 

rolesJ martyr, moral superior, fleloved object, the Ideal , , " 

woman. They had all been complici t in "mainta,1.ning the," 

patri:archal world view, and e ach had s?t'fered aocord'ingly. 

H~ever~ Ellen also comprehend~d and opposed strict ideo­

~oglc,aJ. adherence, at the same tilDe- ret'using to :lall, Q 

victim to the alienating ex:p~rience of passion. In ste ad, 
o 

'wh8:twas' tirst shawn to us. as he'r 'sel!-eccentrici ty fs in 

the end revealed as a hopeful 'selt'-realization e'ff'ectéd 

" , 

" 

'. 
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by a willfJ.ti womap secure in a ne'w land. 1 , 
It is at ,the end, a generation later and after" 

the Lily B arts and Undine Spraggs, that Newland, and one , 
a 

surmises Wltar~n, assimilates and "va1llates his life 

experiences. Atter Ellen, Newland'had lived t good lite 
o , 

wl th May and unlike the maj,ori ty ot Wharton' s characteI's 
o 

had worked toward social ref'orm. His genteel world had 

given wày to the ne" Money society and the world of' néw 
o a • 

women. His final philosophy of social evolution ls that 

"there was good in the oJ.d ways" (J4?) but »good in the 
g 

\ P 
new arder too" (349). More importantly, however, is his 

là 

realiz ation t}J.at strict f"uJ.fillment of social d'uties had 

only se;rved -to establish him firmly in "a de,ep rut" (351), 

the rage of conf'ormi ty of his time. His camp lie! ty wi th 

patriarchal ideology cast Newland selt-fulfillment, re­

sulting in' "an inarticulate lifetlme" (356), Wharton~s 

cJ.earest .w~ing to men of the cost ot their re'alized 

power. As Newland comes to understanda "Somethil!g he 
, 

lmew he had missedt the flower of life" ('J4?). Yet~ 

Newland' s, as well as May' s and Ellen' s, struggle 911 th 

consciousness and social compromise la not'without f'ru­

ition; in the nurturing of a less repressive and more 

dynamic social order (in Newland's own work and in his 

son' s upbringing), there le the potentiel realizatlon 

of a human!stic, soci~ly responsive conscipusnesB that 

would obl! terate individual alienatidh and ef'f'ect~ the full 
~ 
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, articulation :ot both male and ;t:~P1ale eXperience/' ,': 
, ,. • , ,!' 

~ " 

.' , 

0, 

Wharton does not ofier',Newland abs,olutio~' it-O:r' .lits 
• , ,:l , t ,1 ~ , .. 

~. , ,~ " ~ ~' '" .. 
cqmplici ty" ,she does. however. -'sho~ ;that lite ia a canti- .. 

• l '" ~, ~ , .. \ ' , ,.' 

nuum, à dynaal1C web of action.' ,and reae:t1on,' p~t~n1aai'lY .. ", 
~ ~ 6 ·0 •• -~ ~ ~ • \ '. l' "0 r ~ 

, ~ ,1' '10· t ' 

li revo~ut.1ÔnarY ,process of transQ9l'ldence., :~d' e"n though'-, ' 
, ' ..... '.. 1 /, c,'. .' ,_ 4 

, 'Newland :e,anllo,t 'cJ.imb up to Ellen 1 S ,1~elJ at the: end,' ,'Doth 
• u ~ : - ~ ~ 1 .. . ' : '" ~ • ~' • ~ ~," 

in reali ty and .in terms o'f conscj,ouimess, Whartqn gives 
.. ~, ~ ! " 

~.. 0 t ' 1:>' 1 

-çhe"reader a, glimpse of a néw structu;-ct, .of feeling 'in, a ' 
• <,' " ... , , • , 

• . ' J • 

possible and positive' world irl which 'woman' s, w111° ~d:é 
\ t < , r.. " .. > 1 • • • ~ ~ 

de sire ' are .oentral and no lo~er mSrg~al,' i~ which one ',' 
• ~ • ~ \,' ", : \ '.1.~ I~t 

cm indeed,' d~e', ana. 'déty and yet live. ~h.~s ,does Wharton, ".:,,' 
1 ~ • " 

by calling into, !lue~tion both the conventional and' the . ';," 
1), • -: e ~. ~ ..J '.. r \ 1 ~ " 

disobedient, strutgle wi th her form--her' parûcular. arbi-' 
~ ~ , 

" ' 

;.' . '. 
'trary signs, thè nove~ oof manners--and eontent,--the full:' ' • ' t,"" 

" , 

l " 

v ,' ... . , 
articulation of experienèe, and hUI!\~, r~lati'ons, In this < , , 

" , 
l ' .' 

,h~r pivota! work, . she, like Ch,OPi~, ~ans~ê~sè4' li taraI?" 
and .ideologiCa;L:1 boundar~,s, ',reve aled ' in, sh~ detail: the " 

_ , '. ~ 1 l' l, ~ 

\ " " ' 
,human cpndition, and finally eut a pat~:for quiet rèVo .. , 

" . . '~ 
~ • ~ 0' , 

lution. Chopin' s The Awakening and W,h~on:' SI, 'The Age of "l" 

Innocence', paragons of female di sè~urse t gi.ve voiee and ' ,,' : 
o t. - ~: '1 1 , , , 

, expression 'at last to that which n'ad bèè~ unspeak8.ble~ '. ;" " 

. , ' 
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Jl Wharton presented an identieal argument 
" between lovers in her early short atory, "Souls Belated." 

The ending to that 18 a similar comprOlllise of' individu al 
desire to social convention. 
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Rd! th Wharton wrote in her private - diary. '" Life 

ia alwa;ys ei ther a tight-rope or a feather bed. Give me 

thé tight-rope 1 • ,,1 It is implici t in her and Chopin' s 

worka that they challenged indi vidual.s--men and women-­

to make ~he same choice and that they stood opposed to 

social groups, theories, or practices which denied self­

fulfillment. Nor dld they themselves ever settle into 

the social bed of conformi ty and compl.iei ty. 

After completing The Awakening and especially 

after its' publication, Chopin did not surrender her indi­

vidua.l voice to the vox populi. Like Wharton, she conti­

nued to examine and portra;y social conditions and condi­

tioning while sl:mul taneoualy constructing a radical vision 

of what she termed "the living spirit." Her last staries 

were not, however, as successful a ~thesis o~ social 

critique and li terature as Wharton t s 1920 ~asterpiece, yet 

one stands out as remarkable. 

In "The storm," written 19 Jul.y 1898 and never 

published in Chopin' s lifetime, an explici tly sexual 
1'> 

awakening occurs a an act of adu,l tery fulfil.ls the rekin-

d,led desires and self-desire ,of two' ex-lovers wh?m Chopin 

had portrayed in the earlier "At the • Cadian BalI." 
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Although the tale recounts an intensely sensu al encounter, 

Ch-opin here doea not compromise her characters by endowlng 

them wi th blind passion, ner doea she le'ssen their sharéd 

experience by giving them at the end negati ve self-con­

sciousneas. Indeed, the lovers part, then rèunite by word 

or deed with their families. and all live happily ever 

after. Alcée and Calma are shawn as equale in desire 

and self' .. desirel their union ls beth aelf-revelation and 

perféct duali ty. In""The Storm," Chopin makes an 

astounding le ap of .fai th :f'rom that seen in her e arlier 

presentations of desire and sel.f-fulf'illment. in this 

story the search for sel:f'hood ia a possible and poai tive 

process, "despi te what the social and moral commandments 

say. The "abyss of solitude" ls no longer even a remots 

part of' the new world born of Ca1ixta and llcée and 

earried f'orth to others. 

"The Stom" is, thus. Chopin' s Most radical 

vision and also her last piece which truly dares and 

detles. She seemed to have foreseen the approaching 

cri tic al debacle. Even so, and despite the tact that she 

would wri te an apology for Th~ Awakening, one couche,d in 

womanhood terms and gently mocking, insincere words, 

Chopin's unpublished poem, ItThe Haunted Chamber," written 

February 1899 just bef'ore th~ novel' s publication in 

April, honestly and painfully reve als her own conscious­

ness and self-will, 

----------
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Of course 'twas an excel1ent story to tell 
Of a fair. frail, passionate woman who fell. 
It maY have been talse, it May have been true. 
That was nothing ta me--i t was 1ess ta you. 
But with bottle between us, and clouds of amoke 
From your last cigar, 't'Was more of a joke 
Than a matter of sin or a matter of ahame 
That a W'oman had faJ.len, and nothing ta blame, 
Sa far as you or l eould discover. 
But her beauty, her blood and an ardent lover. 
But when you were gone and the 1ights were low . ~,r 
And the breeze came in wi th the moon' s pale glow, ' ! 
T·he far, t'aint voice of a woman, l heard, / 
'Twas but a wail, and ·it spoke no ward. 
It \rose from the depths of some infini te gloom 
And" i te tremu1ous· anguish filled the room. 
Yet\ the woman was dead and could not deny, 
But Iwomen forever will whine and cry. 
so riow l must listen the whole night' through 
Ta the tonnent wi th which l had nothing to do--
But women fore ver will whine and cry 2 
And men forever must listen--and sigh--

, 
Finally, she did not kill her art after 1899, as so many 

cri tics wou~d have i t; she there after merely muted her 

voice in order that she he heard beyond her own four 

wall.s. 

Wharton, on the other hand, produced for almost 

another twenty years and in some ways seemed more open'ly_ 

drawn to experimentation ,wi th content than before her 
, 

major sucee ss wi th The "Age of Innocence. Her post-1920 

work focusse s on spheres of existence on1y sÙggested in 

her early work. the worlds of mothers and daughters, 

the realm and responsibili ty of the artist, the circle 

of unconventional yet uncompromised love. AlI these are 

built on the :toundations set in the pre-1920 social. 

fiction, and it, ie beyond the scape of this immediate 
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work ta trace new~elopmen1;al lines in her repre,senta­

tions of male and f~male experience •. SUf'fioe i t to say 

that her novals on the homosocial world Qof women and the 

alienation therein hold special interest for :f'eminist 

critics as does her unfinished The BUcc~eers which had 

the makings ot' another storm. 

1\) Further study on ",the ab ove , as well as comple-

mentary analyses of other \'tri tera of temale discourse 

Buch as E11.en Gl.asgow, Jane Bowlea, Katherine Anne Porter, 

Anne Tyler la what must, tol1ow. l will not now argue 

tor Chopin' s and Wharton' s canoniz ation or malee glowing 

statements about the worth of these authors to resisting 

readers. It should be clear that this cri tic t'inds 

absolutely necessary the re-e'Valuation of the existing 

canon and, more importantly.· development of a new li terary 

cri ticism which will pay heed to and assist in the art~ 

culation of women' a experience as a central part ot the . 

human candi tion. Radical "visions beapeak radical cri tieism 

and 'spirit, and it ia time to talce up Chopin's challenge 

to dare and defy as wel.l as Whe:rton' s dare of walking the 

l1terary and social tight-rope above the _ sate net of tradi- . 

t10nal beliets. We must hear these worka and then do more 

than juat' 8igh. Like radical wri tars before us, we must 

speak the unspeakahle to each other and thus tranatorm 

the abysses of sol.itude into an upris1ng of indi'V1dual 

response and collective responsibili ty. 
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