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Abstract

The Awakening depicts the process of Edna Pontellier’s awakening from a middle
class housewife to a new woman of her age who struggles for self-autonomy.

In Chopin’s age, the American society, southern society in particular, was basically
a patriarchal one in which women were constrained in the households all their life
time and the only roles they could play were obedient daughters, submissive wives
and loving mothers. Before her awakening, Edna Pontellier led a conventional life as
other women of her age did. She grew up with strict upbringing, later got married and
had children. However, deep inside, she was passionate and rebellious. On the Grand
Isle, Edna underwent a profound and painful process of awakening which was both
spiritual and physical. Her awakening began with her growing dissatisfaction with her
marriage and was furthered by the influence of Adele, Mademoiselle Reisz and
Robert. After her awakening to her self, Edna chose neither to be a “mother woman”
like Adele nor an isolated artist like Mlle Reisz. Rather, she struggled to live a life of
her own. In the first place, she rejected the comfortable life her husband offered and
sought to gain economic independence. She refused to carry out the household duties
and tried to earn her own money by painting. Later she even moved out of her
husband’s house and declared her independence with a fancy dinner party. Secondly,

she tried to take control of her body which she regarded as an integral part of her

identity. She had an affair with Arobin, satisfying her physical needs, but retained her

Times New \ froedom from male domination. Lastly, with her newly gained insights, Edna

Romans F
#, /~py \abandoned her fantasies about romantic love. She finally understood that Robert was
i’ ﬂn*ﬂ, no different from her husband or Arobin who regarded her as objects rather than
SR =
= Tk, [independent person. In the end, between motherhood and her self, Edna chose the
By B

latter. Accepting no compromises rather than a life of her own, Edna chose to embrace
—47
the sea and died a whole person.

: )74, ANFHAR
Key words: Edna awakening self-autonomy -
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A Life of Her Own

dna’s Struggles for Self-autonomy in

w8 H, Times New
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[ . Introduction

1.1. The reception of the novel
For ages and ages since the publication of The Awakening, there have been

ceaseless debates concerning the novel and its protagonist. Readers often wonder why

dna Pontellier, wife of a devoted husbhand and mother of two children abandoned her

imily and her former rich, easy life. In addition, starting from the early reviewers,

ere is a tendency of overemphasizing the sensual nature of Edna’ awakening. Quite

en reviewers reduce her awakening as simply a sexual one, equating her struggles

5 merely an attempt to gain sexual fulfillment while ignoring the fact that it is only

part of a more profound spiritual awakening. For example, Kenneth Eble claimed that
“quite frankly, the book is about sex and defined Edna’s problem as “the struggles
with Eros itself” (Bloom 12). Larzer Ziff called The Awakening “the most important

piece of fiction about the sexual life of a woman written to date in America” and

mentioned nothing about Edna’s awakening to a spiritual independence (Culley 174).
VE R R H
MLA 3¢
ovE %

This paper will argue that instead of being a selfish, foolish woman, Edna Pontellie

a new woman of her age who awakens to her sense of self as an independe

individual and struggles financially, sexually and emotionally for self-autonomy, A, EE
E#E Y
Ultimately, accepting no compromises rather than a life of her own, Edna chooses tg TR 2 [
embrace the sea and dies a whole person. A n i
5, L

Published in 1899, The Awakening was first received with harsh criticism. The (MLA &

M s
YERRYEY

Public Opinion even exclaimed that “we are well satisfied when Mrs. Pontellier
deliberately swims out in her death” (Culley 151). What the critics found most

uncomfortable were Chopin’s evident sympathetic attitudes towards Edna Pontellier,

IESCBTHEAR T 1 T aahn TR, i i, A&, B CIRE AR Ha i SOk
LRIR B TR

22



an “immoral” woman who should be condemned. Daniels Rankin, Chopin’s first
biographer, thought highly of Chopin as a local color writer. Nevertheless, he
described The Awakening as “exotic in setting, morbid in theme and erotic in
motivation” and doubted whether it was worthwhile to depict such an unconventional
protagonist (Culley 163). Willa Cather, a famous woman writer of Chopin’s age,
compared the book to “A Creole Bovary”. While impressed by the novel’s exquisite
and sensitive, well-governed” style, she denounced the theme as “trite and sordid”
(Culley 153). The penalty for its creator was disastrous, even fatal. The book was

banned for almost 50 years and it marked a de facto end of Chopin’s writing career.

II'. Women’s position in the Creole society

In his “Walden, or life in the woods”, Thoreau declared that “I went to the woods
because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life...and see
if 1 could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when | came to die, discover that |
had not lived...”(Baym, Norton 915). While men enjoyed the freedom of living the
way they like, going to the woods and searching for the meaning of life and doing
whatsoever, women were much less fortunate. Even 45 years after the publication of
the above essay, most women of Chopin’s age were still constrained in the households
all their lifetime and the only roles they could play were obedient daughters,
submissive wives and loving mothers. Despite the fact that woman’s movement were
starting to gather momentum in the 1890s in the United States, women, southern
women in particular, still enjoyed little political, economical, and legal rights.
According to Margaret Culley, most married women in New Orleans were indeed the
property of their husbands at the time when the book was written (Culley 117). In
addition, the law clearly stated that “All of a wife’s ‘accumulations’ after marriage
were the property of her husband, including money she might earn and the clothes she
wore.” Women were seen as “absolutely incapable” of testifying in court and they had
no rights to vote until the 20™ century. In the case of a divorce, women were often
robbed of the custody of their children. “Despite social and political advances, women
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in the 1890s still encountered disadvantages in almost every aspect of their lives, and
a majority of the populace still believed that a woman’s most sacred duty was to be
‘the angel in the house’” (Culley 119). In this respect, The Creole women of New
Orleans are indisputably honored as the model women of that age, famous for their
chastity and virtues. Although the Creole society seems to be quite open, it is a
deceptive openness which bases on their women’s unquestionable virtues and their

confidence of its Patriarchy (Dyer 11).

B Pbr i b 5 H
SR 2L

[1I. Edna’s awakening
3.1 Edna’s life before her awakening
Edna Pontellier, the protagonist, grows up in a Presbyterian family in Kentucky
with strict up-bringing. Her mother died when she was quite young and after that her
sister managed the family. Her father is a rigid colonel, who believes that for women,
“coercion IS what is needed” and “put your foot down good and hard” is “the only
way to manage a wife” (Chopin 102). Ironically, it is him who drove his wife into the
grave. Not surprisingly, Edna grows up to be self-contained and reserved, keeping her
private thoughts totally to her self. Moreover, she has been trained to obey and to do

what is expected of her.

V1. Conclusion
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