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The Awakening 

The Awakening  ha s frequentl y bee n compare d t o Madame 
Bovary. Lik e Emma Bovary , Edna Pontellie r crave s a  kind o f passion she 
does no t find  i n marriage , ha s a n extra-marita l affair , an d commit s 
suicide. Som e critic s fee l tha t a  majo r differenc e betwee n th e novel s i s 
that "th e ironic distance of Madame Bovary  i s replaced b y a high degre e 
of narrative sympathy " (Walke r 1993 , 144). As Chopin tell s it, Edna's is 
not a  story o f romantic foll y bu t of a woman's awakening . Other s agre e 
with Willa Cathe r tha t Edn a Pontellie r an d Emma Bovar y bot h "belon g 
to a  class , no t large , bu t foreve r clamorin g i n ou r ears , tha t demand s 
more romance ou t of life than Go d put into it" (1899 , 6). 

These contrastin g response s reflec t on e o f th e majo r feature s o f th e 
criticism o f The  Awakening:  lac k o f agreemen t a s to th e natur e o f th e 
story. Fo r som e th e nove l i s a  feminin e Bildungsroman  tha t depict s a 
woman's liberation , whil e fo r other s i t is the tale o f a  woman wh o does 
not gro w u p o r who regresses t o a n earl y stag e o f development . Ther e 
are man y othe r version s o f th e stor y a s well . Th e endin g ha s bee n th e 
subject o f the greatest controversy . I s Edna's deat h a  victory o r a  defeat , 
a triump h ove r th e force s tha t woul d thwar t he r authenticit y o r th e 
consequence o f psychologica l problem s tha t compe l he r to destro y her -
self? 

The critica l disagreement s ar e the produc t no t onl y o f differin g per -
spectives bu t als o o f contradiction s withi n th e nove l itself . Th e indict -
ment of the social system and claims for self-realizatio n tha t Edn a seem s 
intended t o illustrat e ar e contradicte d b y the mimeti c depictio n o f he r 
character, whic h shows , a s Elizabet h Fox-Genoves e ha s observed , tha t 
"we ar e dealin g wit h persona l patholog y .  . . not wit h socia l o r sexua l 
injustice a t all" (Culley 1994 , 262). The situation i s further complicate d 
by the fact tha t there are tensions not only between rhetoric and mimesis 
but within the rhetoric itself . Although th e narrator usuall y present s her 
heroine a s a woman strugglin g towar d freedo m an d self-realization , sh e 
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engages a t time s i n a  Flaubert-lik e mocker y o f Edna' s romanticis m an d 
describes he r a s foolis h o r immature . Ther e ar e moment s whe n th e 
narrator see s Edn a quit e clearly . I n orde r t o understan d th e relatio n 
between rhetori c an d mimesi s i n thi s novel , w e mus t firs t separat e th e 
strands o f the rhetoric and se e how they conflic t wit h each other . 

Although th e rhetoric i s full o f contradictions , the mimetic portrait o f 
Edna i s consistent. Sh e is not a s fully draw n a s Emma Bovary , bu t sh e is 
still a  well-conceive d an d fascinatin g character . He r puzzlin g behavio r 
has ofte n bee n misunderstood , bu t i t i s intelligible , I  believe , i f ap -
proached fro m a  Horneya n perspective . A  psychologica l analysi s o f 
Edna wil l show tha t sh e is far fro m finding  hersel f an d tha t sh e is driven 
to suicide not b y external conditions , as many critics contend, bu t b y her 
inner conflicts . 

There i s little questio n tha t Chopi n want s u s to se e Edna a s undergoin g 
a proces s o f liberatio n an d psychologica l growth . Edn a awaken s ou t o f 
a "life-lon g stupi d dream " (ch . 36 ) o f habitua l submissio n t o he r hus -
band an d he r society' s expectation s o f he r a s a  woman . Sh e will no t b e 
one o f th e mother-wome n wh o idoliz e thei r children , worshi p thei r 
husbands, and estee m i t " a holy privilege to efface themselve s as individ -
uals an d gro w wing s a s ministering angels " (ch . 4) . During th e summe r 
at Gran d Isle , she begins to resis t he r husband' s domination , an d o n he r 
return t o Ne w Orlean s sh e free s hersel f fro m on e afte r anothe r o f he r 
social obligations . Sh e get s i n touc h wit h feeling s sh e ha s suppressed , 
including he r sexuality , an d ha s a  sens e o f becomin g mor e an d mor e 
herself. 

Chopin surround s thes e development s wit h a  celebrator y rhetoric . 
When, bac k i n Ne w Orleans , Edn a goe s ou t o n he r at-hom e da y an d 
begins t o d o a s sh e likes , her husban d canno t se e that sh e i s "becomin g 
herself an d dail y casting asid e tha t fictitious  sel f whic h we assum e lik e a 
garment with which to appear befor e th e world" (ch . 19) . This favorabl e 
rhetoric i s supported b y Dr. Mandelet' s observatio n tha t Edn a ha s bee n 
transformed "fro m th e listles s woman h e had known " int o a  being wh o 
seems "palpitan t wit h th e force s o f life . .  . . There wa s n o repressio n i n 
her glanc e o r gesture . She reminded hi m o f som e beautiful , slee k anima l 
waking u p i n th e sun " (ch . 24) . Late r Chopi n tell s u s tha t ever y ste p 
Edna take s "towar d relievin g hersel f fro m obligation s add[s ] t o he r 
strength an d expansio n a s a n individual " (ch . 32) . She now apprehend s 
"the deepe r undercurrent s o f life " an d n o longe r feed s o n opinion . Th e 
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narrator doe s no t specif y wha t Edn a apprehends , bu t th e referenc e ma y 
be to he r sexua l awakening . Afte r sh e is aroused b y Arobin's kiss , Edn a 
feels tha t a  "mis t [has ] bee n lifte d fro m he r eyes, " enablin g he r t o 
comprehend "th e significanc e o f life " (ch . 29) . Sh e liberate s hersel f no t 
only fro m th e sexua l constraint s o f he r cultur e bu t als o fro m it s treat -
ment o f women a s property, proclaiming t o Rober t tha t sh e is no longe r 
"one o f Mr . Pontellier' s possessions " (ch . 36) . Thi s i s al l ver y stirrin g 
and has understandably sparke d feminis t interes t i n the novel . 

Edna ca n b e see n a s a  mor e courageou s Hedd a Gable r o r a s a  Nor a 
Helmer wh o mus t fac e th e consequences o f he r rebellion . Sinc e A Doll's 
House end s with Nor a stormin g ou t int o th e night , Ibse n doe s no t hav e 
to imagin e wha t wil l happe n t o hi s heroine . Chopi n seem s awar e fro m 
the outse t tha t Edn a wil l no t b e abl e t o translat e he r emancipatio n int o 
a viable way of life . After tellin g us that Edna has begun to recognize he r 
relation t o interna l an d externa l realities , Chopi n foreshadow s th e en d 
of the story : 

This may seem like a  ponderous weigh t o f wisdom t o descen d upo n th e 
soul of a young woman of twenty-eight—perhaps mor e wisdom than the 
Holy Ghost is usually pleased to vouchsafe to any woman. 

But the beginning of things, of a world especially , is necessarily vague, 
tangled, chaotic, and exceedingly disturbing . How few of us ever emerge 
from such beginning! How many would perish in the tumult! (Ch. 7) 

Edna i s presente d a s a  pionee r i n th e struggl e fo r women' s liberatio n 
who perishes becaus e she knows too much an d becaus e the beginnin g o f 
things i s tangled, chaotic , an d disturbing . Thi s vagu e explanatio n i s no t 
developed i n th e novel , an d b y th e tim e w e reac h th e en d i t doe s no t 
seem to appl y to what ha s happened t o Edna . 

When Edn a learn s t o swim , Chopi n introduce s a  variatio n o n th e 
theme tha t sh e perishe s becaus e sh e i s to o fa r i n advanc e o f he r time . 
Exulting i n he r new-foun d power , Edn a grow s "darin g an d reckless, " 
overestimates he r strength , an d want s "t o swi m fa r out , wher e n o 
woman ha d swu m before " (ch . 10) . As sh e swim s ou t alone , sh e seem s 
"to b e reachin g ou t fo r th e unlimite d i n whic h t o los e herself. " Whe n 
she realizes how fa r sh e has gone , she has " a quic k visio n o f death " an d 
struggles "t o regain the land." Sh e tells her husband, " I thought I  should 
have perished ou t there alone, " bu t he assures her tha t sh e had no t gon e 
very fa r an d tha t h e wa s watchin g her . Th e messag e her e seem s t o b e 
that those who try to go where no other s have gone before ar e in dange r 
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of perishing . Th e rhetori c i s n o longe r exculpatory , sinc e i t seem s t o 
suggest tha t Edn a i s to o reckless , tha t sh e overestimate s he r strength , 
and tha t sh e i s a  kin d o f Icaru s figure  wh o aspire s t o transcen d th e 
human condition . 

Another importan t stran d o f th e rhetori c present s Edn a a s failin g t o 
achieve he r goal s becaus e sh e lack s sufficien t courage . Sh e ha s a  goo d 
deal o f courage , o f course , and act s ou t he r desire s rathe r tha n tryin g t o 
gratify the m safel y throug h a  male , like Hedda Gabler . When sh e leave s 
no excus e fo r bein g absen t o n he r at-hom e day , Leonc e say s "peopl e 
don't d o suc h things " (ch . 17) , an d thi s i s certainl y somethin g tha t 
Hedda neve r woul d hav e done . Hedda' s first  an d las t ac t o f rebellio n i s 
committing suicide . However , Chopi n suggest s throug h Mademoisell e 
Reisz that , bol d thoug h sh e is , Edn a doe s no t hav e "th e courageou s 
soul," "th e brav e soul, " "th e sou l tha t dare s an d defies " (ch . 21) . 
Mademoiselle Reis z tell s Edna tha t "th e bir d tha t woul d soa r abov e th e 
level plain o f traditio n an d prejudic e mus t hav e stron g wings " an d tha t 
it i s " a sa d spectacl e t o se e the weakling s bruised , exhausted , fluttering 
back to earth " (ch . 29) . 

The bird imagery is important i n the novel. When Mademoiselle Reis z 
plays th e piec e a t Gran d Isl e tha t Edn a entitle s "Solitude, " Edn a envi -
sions "th e figure  o f a  ma n standin g besid e a  desolat e roc k o n th e 
seashore. He was naked . Hi s attitud e wa s one o f hopeless resignation a s 
he looke d towar d a  distan t bir d wingin g it s flight  awa y fro m him " (ch . 
10). Thi s seem s t o expres s Edna' s hopelessnes s a t thi s poin t abou t he r 
ability to soa r abov e the leve l plain. The nakedness o f the figure  and th e 
fact tha t i t i s a  man ma y expres s he r desir e fo r freedo m fro m inhibitio n 
and he r fligh t fro m womanhood . A t th e end , o f course , Edn a stand s 
naked o n th e seashore , hopeles s abou t he r abilit y t o soar . A  "bir d wit h 
a broke n wing " i s "beatin g th e ai r above , reeling , fluttering,  circlin g 
disabled down , dow n t o the water" (ch . 39) . This i s the sa d spectacl e o f 
which Mademoisell e Reis z ha d spoken . I n he r final  thoughts , Edn a 
imagines Mademoisell e Reis z laughing , perhap s eve n sneering , a t her : 
"And yo u cal l yourself a n artist ! What pretensions , Madame! The artis t 
must possess the courageous sou l that dare s an d defies " (ch . 39) . 

What, accordin g t o Chopin , doe s Edn a lac k th e courag e t o do ? He r 
list o f accomplishment s i s impressive . Sh e ha s sloughe d of f al l o f he r 
duties an d doe s a s sh e likes . Sh e ha s free d hersel f fro m he r husband' s 
domination, ha d a n affair , an d declare d he r lov e t o Robert : " I suppos e 
this i s what yo u woul d cal l unwomanly, " sh e says , "bu t I  have go t int o 
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the habi t o f expressin g myself " (ch . 36) . The on e thing sh e cannot d o i s 
to b e totall y indifferen t t o th e welfar e o f he r children . Whe n Chopi n 
introduces Mademoisell e Reisz , sh e describe s he r a s a  "self-assertive " 
woman wit h " a dispositio n t o trampl e upo n th e right s o f others " (ch . 
26). Mus t Edn a b e read y t o trampl e o n th e right s o f other s i f sh e i s t o 
soar abov e th e leve l plai n o f traditio n an d prejudic e i n orde r t o fulfil l 
herself? I s Chopi n sayin g tha t Edn a i s destroye d becaus e sh e i s onl y a t 
the beginning of a movement tha t will eventually allow women to pursu e 
their desire s withou t bein g concerne d abou t thei r children ? Thi s seem s 
to b e one implication o f the rhetoric . 

While th e rhetori c usuall y present s Edna' s gettin g i n touc h wit h he r 
desires an d actin g the m ou t a s a  goo d thing , on e o f it s strand s present s 
this i n a  negativ e way . Emma' s experienc e durin g he r summe r a t Gran d 
Isle i s portrayed bot h a s a n awakenin g an d a s a  regressio n t o th e stat e 
she wa s i n whe n sh e ra n throug h th e gree n meado w a s a  child . Whe n 
she explain s t o Adel e tha t sh e wa s "runnin g awa y fro m prayers, " he r 
friend ask s i f she has been running awa y fro m prayer s eve r since : "  'No ! 
oh, no! ' Edn a hastene d t o say . T  was a  littl e unthinkin g chil d i n thos e 
days, jus t followin g a  misleadin g impuls e withou t question ' "  (ch . 7) . 
"Sometimes I  fee l thi s summer, " sh e goe s on , "a s i f I  wer e walkin g 
through th e gree n meado w again ; idly , aimlessly , unthinking , an d un -
guided." 

Is Edn a gettin g i n touc h wit h hersel f an d strivin g t o develo p he r 
human potentialitie s o r unthinkingl y followin g misleadin g childis h im -
pulses? Chopi n seem s to b e supporting bot h positions . O n th e da y Edn a 
goes t o Cbentere  wit h Robert , sh e i s describe d a s "blindl y followin g 
whatever impuls e move d her , a s i f sh e had place d hersel f i n alie n hand s 
for direction , an d free d he r sou l o f responsibility " (ch . 12) . Thi s doe s 
not soun d lik e a  movemen t towar d self-realizatio n an d authenticity . 
Later, i n th e sam e chapte r i n whic h Edn a i s describe d a s "becomin g 
herself" whe n sh e gives up he r Tuesday s a t home , we ar e informe d tha t 
she use s he r ne w freedo m t o len d hersel f "t o an y passin g caprice " (ch . 
19). Rober t tell s Edn a tha t sh e lack s "forethought " (ch . 12) , an d nea r 
the end , Madam e Ratignoll e say s tha t sh e seem s "lik e a  child" : "Yo u 
seem to ac t withou t a  certain amoun t o f reflectio n whic h i s necessary i n 
this life " (ch . 33) . Are w e suppose d t o se e Edn a a s freein g hersel f fro m 
the socia l institution s an d convention s tha t infantiliz e wome n o r a s 
throwing of f adul t responsibilitie s s o tha t sh e ca n behav e i n a n idle , 
aimless, unguided way ? 
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Finally, Chopi n present s Edn a wit h Flaubertia n mocker y a s a  woma n 
who i s give n t o romanti c fantasie s abou t unattainabl e men . Befor e sh e 
reaches pubert y Edn a become s "passionatel y enamore d o f a  dignifie d 
and sad-eye d cavalr y office r wh o visit[s ] he r father " (ch . 7) . She canno t 
"remove he r eye s fro m hi s face , whic h [is ] somethin g lik e Napoleon's , 
with a  lock o f black hair falling acros s the forehead." Th e cavalry office r 
melts "imperceptibl y ou t o f he r existence, " bu t i n he r earl y teen s "he r 
affections [are ] deeply engaged" b y the fiance  of a  lady on a  neighborin g 
plantation. Th e realization tha t sh e herself i s "nothing , nothing , nothin g 
to th e engage d youn g ma n [is ] a  bitte r affliction " t o Edna , bu t he , too , 
goes "th e wa y o f dreams. " Evidentl y he r passion s wer e no t a s dee p a s 
she ha d imagine d the m t o be . As a  grow n youn g woman , sh e i s "over -
taken b y what sh e suppose[s ] t o b e the clima x o f he r fate, " a s "th e fac e 
and figure  o f a  grea t tragedia n [begin ] t o haun t he r imaginatio n an d 
stir he r senses . Th e persistenc e o f th e infatuatio n len t i t a n aspec t o f 
genuineness. Th e hopelessnes s o f i t colore d i t wit h th e loft y tone s o f a 
great passion." Th e tone here is similar to tha t o f Madame Bovary. 

Courted b y Leonc e whil e sh e i s "i n th e mids t o f he r secre t grea t 
passion," Edn a decide s t o accep t hi m whe n sh e realize s tha t "th e acm e 
of bliss , which woul d hav e bee n a  marriage wit h th e tragedian , wa s no t 
for he r i n this world" (ch . 7) . It i s not lon g before th e tragedian goe s the 
way o f "th e cavalr y office r an d th e engage d youn g ma n an d a  fe w 
others." Whe n sh e marries , Edn a feel s tha t sh e ha s close d "th e portal s 
forever behin d he r upo n th e real m o f romanc e an d dreams " an d ha s 
entered th e worl d o f reality . Sh e take s satisfactio n i n th e fac t tha t "n o 
trace o f passio n o r excessiv e an d fictitious  warmth " color s he r affectio n 
for he r husband , "thereb y threatening it s dissolution. " 

Chopin present s Edna' s attractio n t o Rober t Lebru n no t onl y a s a 
sexual awakenin g bu t als o a s a  retur n t o th e real m o f romanc e an d 
dreams, whic h wa s no t foreve r close d t o he r afte r all . Whe n Rober t 
leaves fo r Mexico , Edn a recognize s i n he r despondenc y "th e symptom s 
of infatuation " sh e ha d experience d a  number o f time s before , but , lik e 
Emma Bovary , she cannot view herself wit h critica l detachment : 

The recognition did not lessen the reality, the poignancy of the revelation 
[of he r lov e for Robert ] b y any suggestion o r promise o f instability . The 
past was nothing to her; offered n o lesson which she was willing to heed. 
The futur e wa s a  myster y whic h sh e neve r attempte d t o penetrate . Th e 
present alone was significant; was hers, to torture her as it was doing then 
with the biting conviction that she had lost that which she had held, that 
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she had bee n denied tha t which her impassioned , newly awakened bein g 
demanded. (Ch. 15) 

The narrator , wh o possesse s th e detachmen t tha t Edn a lacks , seem s 
almost to make fun o f her heroine' s impassioned bein g in this passage. If 
Edna coul d hee d th e lesso n o f th e past , sh e would realiz e tha t wha t sh e 
feels fo r Rober t i s jus t a n infatuatio n tha t wil l g o th e wa y o f he r othe r 
dreams. But , lik e a  child , sh e live s entirel y i n th e presen t an d i s unabl e 
either to imagine the future o r learn from th e past. Chopin seem s sympa-
thetic toward Edna' s pain , which i s real, bu t scornfu l o f he r immaturity . 
When Edn a return s t o Ne w Orleans , sh e i s describe d a s bein g "stil l 
under th e spel l of her infatuation" (ch . 18) . 

In par t a t least , The  Awakening  is , like Madame  Bovary,  a  nove l o f 
disenchantment. Lik e Emma , Edn a i s presente d a s a n unstabl e perso n 
who i s happy when sh e is living in her romanti c dream s an d desponden t 
when i t seem s "a s i f lif e wer e passing he r by , leaving it s promise broke n 
and unfulfilled " (ch . 25) . He r depression s d o no t persis t becaus e sh e i s 
repeatedly "le d o n an d deceive d b y fres h promise s whic h he r yout h 
[holds] ou t t o her. " Lik e Emma Bovary , sh e i s an irrepressibl e romanti c 
who i s doome d t o ultimat e disenchantmen t becaus e sh e demand s mor e 
of life than i t can give . 

Edna's final  awakenin g i s presented a s a  recognition o f life' s realities . 
After attendin g Madame Ratignolle' s accouchement , durin g which Adel e 
urges he r t o remembe r th e children , Edn a tell s Dr . Mandele t tha t sh e 
does no t wan t t o b e force d int o doin g things , tha t n o on e ha s th e righ t 
to make demand s o f her , excep t perhaps th e children . 

"The troubl e is, " sighe d th e Doctor , graspin g he r meanin g intuitively , 
"that youth is given up to illusions. It seems to be a provision of Nature; a 
decoy t o secur e mother s fo r th e race . An d Natur e take s n o accoun t o f 
moral consequences , o f arbitrary condition s which we create, and which 
we feel obliged to maintain at any cost." 

"Yes," sh e said . "Th e year s tha t ar e gon e see m lik e dreams—i f on e 
might go on sleeping and dreaming—but t o wake up and find—oh! well! 
perhaps i t i s bette r t o wak e u p afte r all , eve n t o suffer , rathe r tha n t o 
remain a dupe to illusions all one's life." (Ch . 28) 

Dr. Mandele t sound s a  bi t lik e Thomas Hard y here . The lur e o f parent -
hood i s on e o f Dam e Nature' s vulpin e trick s tha t perpetuate s th e rac e 
but brings misery to individuals. Once people procreate, they are trapped 
by conditions the y fee l oblige d t o maintain . Thi s ma y no t b e a  proble m 
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for nurturin g wome n lik e Adele Ratignolle , bu t Edna , lik e Hedd a Gab -
ler, feel s oppresse d b y " a responsibilit y fo r whic h Fat e ha d no t fitte d 
her" (ch . 8) . Throug h muc h o f th e nove l Edn a manage s t o unburde n 
herself o f he r children , bu t a t the end sh e realizes that sh e cannot escap e 
her materna l responsibilities . 

Edna tell s Rober t tha t he r encounte r wit h hi m o n Gran d Isl e awak -
ened he r ou t o f a  life-long stupi d drea m o f habitua l submission , bu t sh e 
seems t o fal l immediatel y int o anothe r dream . O n th e nigh t sh e refuse s 
to g o to be d despit e he r husband' s insistence , sh e i s eventually force d t o 
yield b y fatigue : "Edn a bega n t o fee l lik e on e wh o awaken s graduall y 
out o f a  dream , a  delicious , grotesque , impossibl e dream , t o fee l agai n 
the realitie s pressin g int o he r soul " (ch . 9) . Edna i s awakening her e no t 
from th e old dream tha t had le d her to conform bu t from th e new drea m 
of assertin g he r wil l an d havin g th e freedo m t o follo w he r whims . Sh e 
lives in this second drea m afte r he r return to New Orlean s bu t finds  i t t o 
be grotesqu e an d impossibl e o f fulfillmen t whe n th e realit y o f mother -
hood presse s into he r soul . 

In term s o f plo t an d rhetoric , then , The  Awakening  i s a  confusin g 
novel. I t seem s t o b e telling a  numbe r o f differen t storie s tha t ar e ofte n 
incompatible wit h eac h other . I s it a  story o f awakening , liberation , an d 
psychological growth , o r on e o f a  woma n wh o throw s of f he r adul t 
responsibilities an d behave s i n a n aimless , unthinking , misguide d way ? 
Or i s it the story of a  foolish an d irrepressible romantic who is ultimately 
disenchanted an d choose s deat h t o escap e reality ? O r i s i t the stor y o f a 
victim o f nature' s entrapment s wh o finds  hersel f i n a  materna l rol e fo r 
which sh e i s not fitted  bu t tha t sh e canno t disregard ? I s Edna a  pionee r 
in th e struggl e fo r women' s liberatio n wh o perishe s becaus e th e begin -
ning o f thing s i s tangled an d chaotic ? O r doe s sh e perish becaus e sh e i s 
too darin g an d reckless , overestimate s he r strength , an d aspire s t o g o 
where no woman ha s gone before? O r doe s she lack the courageous sou l 
that dare s an d defies , makin g he r unabl e t o ris e abov e th e leve l plain o f 
tradition an d prejudice? W e can make sense of the novel in terms of eac h 
of it s strands i f we ignore the others , but i t seems impossible to integrat e 
them int o a  unified whol e an d t o say what th e novel is really about . 

So fa r I  hav e focuse d o n plo t an d rhetoric , bu t anothe r wa y o f ap -
proaching th e nove l i s to loo k a t th e mimeti c depictio n o f Edn a an d t o 
ask wha t stor y i t tells . Although Chopi n di d no t kno w wha t t o mak e o f 



The Awakening |  22 3 

her heroine , sh e understoo d he r intuitivel y an d ha d a  gif t fo r character -
ization. A  Horneya n approac h t o th e nove l wil l hel p u s t o recove r 
Chopin's psychologica l intuition s an d appreciat e he r mimeti c achieve -
ment. Whe n w e understan d Edn a i n motivationa l terms , w e shal l se e 
that som e o f th e author' s interpretation s ar e mor e appropriat e tha n 
others bu t tha t non e i s adequat e t o th e richnes s an d complexit y o f th e 
psychological portrait . 

I believ e tha t Elizabet h Fox-Genoves e i s correc t i n sayin g tha t a 
recognition o f Edna' s persona l patholog y turn s "th e indictmen t o f soci -
ety" int o "a n individua l cas e history" (Culle y 1994 , 262) . The  Awaken-
ing resembles Great  Expectations  i n this respect . Chopi n doe s no t begi n 
by dwellin g o n Edna' s earl y life , a s Dicken s dwell s o n Pip's , bu t sh e 
provides enoug h informatio n t o enabl e u s t o se e tha t th e protagonist' s 
difficulties deriv e more from compulsiv e need s and inne r conflict s gener -
ated i n childhoo d tha n the y d o fro m socia l conditions . Indeed , i t i s 
impossible t o envision an y socia l changes that would hav e enabled Edn a 
to fee l tha t sh e could hav e a  satisfactor y life . I t i s striking tha t th e mor e 
she free s hersel f fro m he r conventiona l roles , th e mor e desponden t sh e 
becomes. He r problem s ar e relate d t o th e patriarcha l natur e o f he r 
society insofa r a s i t influenced th e behavio r o f he r father , th e fat e o f he r 
mother, an d he r experience s in the family , bu t they have little to d o wit h 
the condition s agains t whic h sh e rebel s a s a n adult . Sh e react s t o thes e 
conditions s o intensely an d self-destructivel y becaus e o f a  hypersensitiv -
ity to constrain t tha t ha s its origins in her famil y history . 

It i s through he r fathe r tha t th e youn g Edn a experience s th e oppres -
sion o f th e patriarcha l order . Th e onl y distinc t pictur e w e hav e o f he r 
response t o hi m i n childhoo d i s he r memor y o f "runnin g awa y fro m 
prayers, fro m th e Presbyteria n service , rea d i n a  spiri t o f gloo m b y m y 
father tha t chill s m e ye t t o thin k of " (ch . 7) . Leonce tell s Dr . Mandele t 
that Edna' s fathe r "use d t o aton e fo r hi s week-day sin s with hi s Sunda y 
devotions" (ch . 23) . The Colonel' s week-da y sin s seem to hav e include d 
gambling awa y hi s blue-gras s far m i n Kentucky . Ou r mos t importan t 
information abou t Edna' s fathe r come s whe n h e reproache s Leonc e fo r 
being "to o lenient , to o lenien t b y far " wit h hi s wife : "Authority , coer -
cion ar e wha t i s needed . Pu t you r foo t dow n goo d an d hard ; th e onl y 
way t o manag e a  wife . Tak e m y wor d fo r it " (ch . 25) . Chopi n observe s 
that "th e Colone l wa s perhap s unawar e tha t h e ha d coerce d hi s wif e 
into her grave. " 

Edna grow s up , then , wit h a  gloomy , tyrannica l fathe r wh o believe s 
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that wome n mus t b e manage d wit h authorit y an d whos e coercio n ha s 
driven he r mothe r int o th e grave . She has a n impuls e t o ru n awa y fro m 
his stern , hypocritica l religiosity , bu t sh e has nowhere t o turn. Her olde r 
sister "ha s al l the Presbyterianis m undiluted " (ch . 22) , and he r younge r 
sister i s hostile. Edna deal s with thi s situatio n b y retreating int o herself : 
"At a  ver y earl y perio d sh e ha d apprehende d instinctivel y th e dua l 
life—that outwar d existenc e whic h conforms , th e inwar d lif e whic h 
questions" (ch . 7) . I n orde r t o preserv e a  sens e o f inne r freedom , sh e 
keeps other s a t a  distance an d envelop s hersel f i n a  "mantl e o f reserve. " 
In describin g th e adul t Edna , Chopi n observe s tha t "sh e ha d al l he r lif e 
long bee n accustome d t o harbo r thought s an d emotion s whic h neve r 
voiced themselves . The y ha d neve r take n th e for m o f struggles . The y 
belonged t o he r an d wer e he r own , an d sh e entertaine d th e convictio n 
that the y concerned n o on e bu t herself" (ch . 16) . 

In Horneya n terms , Edna defend s hersel f b y becomin g detached . Sh e 
avoids conflic t wit h he r environmen t b y being outwardl y complian t an d 
keeping he r thought s an d emotion s t o herself . He r complianc e i s no t 
that o f th e self-effacin g person : sh e conform s no t fro m a  desir e t o wi n 
love, protection, an d approva l bu t i n orde r t o avoi d frictio n tha t woul d 
disturb he r peac e an d intrud e o n he r inne r life . He r secre t thought s an d 
feelings d o no t generat e struggle s becaus e sh e doe s no t conside r actin g 
on them. Her environmen t i s too threatening fo r that . She resigns hersel f 
to outwar d conformit y an d trie s t o preserv e a  sens e o f freedo m b y 
guarding he r inne r life . 

Edna's detachmen t i s a  respons e no t onl y t o a  coerciv e environmen t 
but als o to the absenc e o f love . She loses her mothe r a t a n earl y ag e an d 
is "not very warmly o r deeply attached t o her father" (ch . 23). Her olde r 
sister Margaret , t o who m sh e mus t loo k fo r nurturing , i s describe d a s 
"practical" rather tha n "effusive. " Sh e is "matronly an d dignified , prob -
ably fro m havin g assume d matronl y an d house-wifel y responsibilitie s 
too earl y i n life. " He r younge r sister , Janet , i s a  "vixen " wit h who m 
Edna quarrel s a  lot. With no warmth availabl e to her in her family , Edn a 
tries to d o without it , especially sinc e intimacy seem s dangerous i n vie w 
of he r secre t thoughts . He r occasiona l gir l friend s al l seem to hav e bee n 
"of on e type—th e self-contained . Sh e never realize d tha t th e reserv e o f 
her ow n characte r ha d much , perhap s everything , t o d o wit h this " (ch . 
7). Edn a i s somewha t startle d b y th e warmt h an d cando r o f Adel e 
Ratignolle, since she is not "give n to confidences" hersel f an d is unaccus-
tomed "t o a n outwar d an d spoke n expressio n o f affection. " 
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Edna want s t o b e self-sufficient , bu t sh e canno t hel p hungerin g fo r 
intimacy an d love . He r hunge r expresse s itsel f i n infatuation s tha t in -
wardly distur b he r "withou t causin g an y outwar d sho w o r manifesta -
tion" (ch . 7) . Edna "wonder[s ] at " thi s "propensity " becaus e i t is so ou t 
of keeping with he r need fo r self-contro l an d reserve . Existing secretly i n 
her imagination , he r infatuation s reflec t bot h he r cravin g fo r lov e an d 
her fea r o f intimac y an d emotion . The y compris e th e lov e lif e o f a  ver y 
detached person . Edn a i s attracte d t o unavailabl e me n an d ha s n o rea l 
relationships befor e he r marriag e t o Leonce . He r passio n fo r th e grea t 
tragedian perfectl y suit s he r psychologica l needs . B y keeping hi s pictur e 
on he r desk , sh e can engag e in her fantas y unde r everyone' s nos e "with -
out excitin g suspicio n o r comment. " Indeed , sh e takes a  wicked deligh t 
in expressin g "admiratio n fo r hi s exalte d gifts " whil e passin g hi s phot o 
around. Whe n alone , sh e sometime s pick s u p th e photograp h an d 
"kisse[s] the cold glass passionately." Sh e can kiss it passionately becaus e 
it i s col d glas s an d no t a  flesh-and-bloo d huma n being . He r menta l 
image o f the tragedian "stirfs ] he r senses " fa r mor e than doe s the actua l 
presence o f Leonce Pontellier . 

Edna i s attracte d t o Leonc e i n par t becaus e ther e i s "n o trac e o f 
passion" i n he r feelin g fo r hi m (ch . 7) . Sh e marrie s hi m a s a  wa y o f 
getting ou t fro m unde r th e paterna l roo f withou t havin g he r privac y 
invaded o r subjectin g hersel f t o anothe r authoritaria n male . Leonc e i s 
really a  ver y easy-goin g husban d fo r th e time . H e offer s he r "absolut e 
devotion" an d a  dignifie d plac e i n th e world . Th e fac t tha t he r fathe r 
and Margare t ar e violentl y oppose d t o he r marriag e t o a  Catholi c i s a n 
additional attraction , sinc e i t gives Edna a n opportunit y t o ac t ou t som e 
of he r rebelliou s impulses . Sh e submit s t o th e convention s o f marriage , 
represses he r desire s fo r intensity , passion , an d merger , an d relinquishe s 
her romanti c dreams . Thes e neve r amounte d t o anythin g anyway , sinc e 
they were so out o f keeping with he r nee d fo r emotiona l distance . 

Edna carrie s th e nee d fo r distanc e int o he r marriage , i n whic h sh e 
behaves i n a  ver y detache d way . Leonce' s primar y complain t i s tha t 
while sh e i s "th e sol e objec t o f hi s existence," sh e evinces "littl e interes t 
in thing s whic h concerne d him " (ch . 3) . Sh e i s als o inattentiv e t o he r 
children an d feel s a  grea t sens e o f relie f wheneve r the y ar e taken of f he r 
hands. A s a  marrie d woman , Edn a follow s he r practic e o f conformin g 
outwardly i n orde r t o b e lef t alone . Ther e i s les s struggl e tha n eve r 
because her conformity seem s to have deadene d he r inwar d questioning . 
She habitually yield s to Leonce' s desires , "no t wit h an y sens e o f submis -
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sion o r obedienc e t o hi s compellin g wishes , bu t unthinkingly , a s w e 
walk, move , sit , stand , g o throug h th e dail y treadmil l o f th e lif e whic h 
has bee n portione d ou t t o us " (ch . 12) . Sh e awaken s fro m thi s almos t 
somnambulistic stat e during the summer o n Gran d Isle . 

One o f th e majo r change s tha t occur s i n Edna durin g tha t summe r i s 
that sh e moves from a  passive, resigned for m o f detachment t o a n activ e 
rebellion agains t th e constraint s impose d b y marriage , motherhood , 
religion, an d society' s expectation s o f he r a s a  woman . Whe n Leonc e 
reproaches he r fo r "he r habitua l neglec t o f the children, " "a n indescrib -
able oppression " fills  "he r whol e bein g wit h a  vague anguish, " an d sh e 
has a  cryin g spel l (ch . 4) . Edn a "coul d no t hav e tol d wh y sh e wa s 
crying," bu t sh e appear s t o b e oppresse d b y bot h he r husband' s re -
proaches an d he r dutie s a s a  mother , agains t whic h sh e ha s passivel y 
rebelled b y being inattentive . Edna' s detachmen t involve s a  resistance t o 
obligations tha t i s intensified , ironically , b y he r intimac y wit h Adele . 
While thi s relationshi p make s he r les s detache d i n tha t i t break s dow n 
her reserve , i t als o lead s he r t o ge t i n touc h wit h som e o f th e rebelliou s 
feelings sh e has repressed . 

The memor y tha t surface s a s sh e talks wit h Adel e i s of th e da y whe n 
she ra n awa y fro m prayer s rea d i n a  spiri t o f gloo m b y he r father . Sh e 
had bee n religious "b y habit" sinc e the age of twelve, but now she begins 
to questio n he r unthinkin g conformit y (ch . 7) . Edn a feel s tha t sh e i s 
returning thi s summe r t o th e aimless , impulsive, unguided stat e tha t sh e 
was i n whe n sh e walked throug h th e gree n meado w tha t day . Thi s ha d 
been a  passing episod e i n he r youth , bu t i t i s memorable t o he r becaus e 
she was actin g ou t he r detache d desire s to follow he r impulse s and t o b e 
free o f authority . Sh e reenacts it , i n a  way, when sh e blindl y follow s he r 
impulses b y goin g t o Cheniere  wit h Rober t an d the n flee s fro m "th e 
stifling atmospher e o f the church" sh e attends there (ch . 13) . 

Once the y ris e t o th e surface , Edna' s desire s t o b e fre e o f authorit y 
and to follow he r impulses becom e stronger an d stronger , first  on Gran d 
Isle and the n i n New Orleans . When Leonc e trie s to asser t hi s authorit y 
by tellin g he r tha t h e "can' t permit " he r t o sta y outsid e an d tha t sh e 
"must com e i n the hous e instantly, " Edna' s "will " blaze s up , "stubbor n 
and resistant, " an d sh e canno t understan d wh y sh e ha d "submitte d t o 
his command" befor e (ch . 12) . "Don' t spea k t o me like that again, " sh e 
tells him ; " I shal l no t answe r you. " I t seem s likel y tha t Edn a ha d lon g 
harbored desire s t o rebe l agains t th e coercivenes s o f he r fathe r bu t ha d 
never dare d t o ac t upo n them , except , perhaps , i n th e matte r o f he r 
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marriage. Leonce , however , i s a  muc h les s formidabl e figure.  H e i s a 
doting, indulgen t husband , emotionall y boun d t o her , wh o canno t cop e 
with he r defiance . Th e feeblenes s o f hi s respons e intensifie s he r rebel -
liousness and allows her to experience her need for freedom wit h increas-
ing urgency . 

Edna's growing impulsivenes s shoul d b e understood, I  think, no t a s a 
regression t o a n infantil e stat e bu t a s a n expressio n o f he r detache d 
personality, wit h it s nee d fo r freedo m an d independence . N o doub t 
because o f he r father' s coerciveness , sh e ha s a  hypersensitivit y t o al l 
forms o f constrain t tha t sh e ha s represse d an d conceale d becaus e o f it s 
dangerousness. Sh e deal s wit h i t b y resignation , automati c conformity , 
and the cultivation o f a  secret inner lif e that i s nobody's busines s bu t he r 
own. When he r repressio n an d conformit y brea k dow n durin g th e sum -
mer o n Gran d Isle , he r hypersensitivit y rise s t o th e surface , an d sh e 
begins to behav e impulsivel y a s a  way gainin g th e sens e o f freedo m an d 
independence sh e craves. 

The mor e randoml y Edn a behaves , th e mor e sh e feel s tha t sh e i s he r 
own master . B y "blindl y followin g whateve r impuls e move[s ] her " (ch . 
12), she "free[s ] he r soul " o f the "responsibility " tha t i s so oppressive t o 
detached peopl e lik e Edna , Jak e Horner , an d Hedd a Gabler . Onc e sh e 
learns t o swim , tha t activit y become s associate d i n he r min d wit h th e 
power t o d o what sh e wants, to go her ow n way. She plunges an d swim s 
"about wit h a n abandon tha t thrill[s ] an d invigorate[s ] her " (ch . 16) . As 
she sail s t o th e Cbeniere  Caminada  wit h Robert , sh e delight s i n th e 
feeling tha t sh e i s "bein g born e awa y fro m som e anchorag e whic h ha d 
held he r fast , whos e chain s ha d bee n loosenin g .  . .  leavin g he r fre e t o 
drift whithersoeve r sh e chose to se t her sails " (ch . 12) . Edna ha s fel t lik e 
a prisone r i n chains . A s i s characteristi c o f th e detache d person , sh e 
craves freedom  from  constrain t rathe r tha n freedom  to  fulfil l herself . 
The main thing she wants to do with he r freedom i s to drift . 

Edna's rebellio n agains t authorit y escalate s whe n sh e returns t o Ne w 
Orleans. Sh e goes ou t o n he r at-hom e da y an d allow s hersel f t o fee l he r 
anger whe n Leonce , dissatisfie d wit h dinner , storm s ou t t o din e a t th e 
club. Suc h scenes had "ofte n mad e he r ver y unhappy," bu t no w the y fill 
her with rage . She takes of f he r wedding ring , flings i t on the carpet , an d 
tries to crush i t with he r heel . When sh e cannot eve n make a  mark upo n 
it, sh e shatter s a  glas s vas e agains t th e hearth : "Sh e wante d t o destro y 
something. Th e cras h an d clatte r wer e wha t sh e wante d t o hear " (ch . 
18). Chopi n tell s us that Edn a i s "seekin g an d finding  herself, " an d i n a 
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sense thi s i s true . Sh e i s gettin g i n touc h wit h th e resentmen t an d fur y 
she ha s bee n suppressing , first  i n he r father' s hous e an d the n i n he r 
marriage. Thi s i s no t th e sam e thin g a s finding  he r rea l self , however , 
since wha t sh e i s uncovering ar e he r response s t o oppressiv e condition s 
rather tha n th e spontaneou s feeling s sh e would hav e ha d i n a  nurturin g 
environment. I n a  therapeuti c setting , experiencin g suc h rag e ca n b e a 
stage i n psychologica l growth , bu t gettin g i n touch wit h he r ange r doe s 
not hel p Edna t o find  herself . 

Edna doe s not repea t her outburs t bu t instead throws of f he r outwar d 
compliance an d begin s "t o d o a s sh e like[s] , and t o fee l a s sh e like[s] " 
(ch. 19) . She abandons he r Tuesday s a t home , doe s no t retur n th e visit s 
of callers , an d give s u p th e effor t "t o conduc t he r househol d en  bonne 
menagere" Sh e take s u p painting , bu t i n a  dilettantis h way , sinc e sh e 
has no ambitio n an d onl y wants to work "whe n i n the humor" (ch . 25) . 
For th e mos t part , sh e seek s t o gai n a  sens e o f freedo m b y comin g an d 
going "a s i t suit[s ] he r fancy " an d lendin g hersel f t o an y passing capric e 
(ch. 19) . Chopi n describe s suc h behavio r a s "becomin g herself, " an d 
perhaps tha t i s th e wa y Edn a experience s it , bu t I  think tha t Leonc e i s 
right "t o wonde r i f hi s wif e wer e no t growin g a  littl e unbalance d men -
tally." Instea d o f becomin g mor e herself , sh e i s becoming mor e compul -
sively impulsive an d detached . 

When Leonc e i s shocked an d angere d b y "he r absolut e disregar d fo r 
her dutie s a s a  wife," Edn a respond s b y telling him, "Le t m e alone ; you 
bother me " (ch . 19) . Edn a want s t o b e lef t alone , no t t o b e bothered , 
and Chopi n s o arrange s thing s tha t sh e i s grante d he r wish . Leonc e 
leaves fo r a  lon g sta y i n Ne w York , an d th e childre n visi t thei r grand -
mother. These departures give Edna a  pang, but " a radian t peace settle[s] 
upon he r whe n sh e a t las t [finds ] he r sel f alone " an d he r tim e i s "com -
pletely her own to do with as she like[s]" (ch. 25). A "sense of restfulnes s 
invade[s] her , such as she ha[s] not know n before. " 

After Leonce' s departure , Edn a take s additiona l step s t o fre e herself . 
She moves out of their house to a small one, dubbed "th e pigeon-house. " 
One o f he r reason s fo r doin g thi s i s tha t sh e i s "tire d o f lookin g after " 
the larg e hous e wit h al l it s servants ; sh e want s fewe r burden s an d 
responsibilities (ch . 26) . He r primar y motiv e i s t o achiev e a  greate r 
"feeling o f freedo m an d independence " b y no longe r relyin g o n Leonce . 
She wil l suppor t hersel f ou t o f he r inheritanc e fro m he r mother , he r 
winnings a t th e racetrack , an d th e sal e o f he r sketches ; an d whe n sh e 
moves, she takes onl y the things that ar e hers . She resolves "neve r agai n 
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to belong to anothe r tha n herself " an d feel s tha t he r financial  autonom y 
frees he r o f he r "allegiance " t o he r husband . Sh e exercises thi s freedo m 
by having an affai r wit h Alcee Arobin . 

Perhaps a  les s consciou s motiv e fo r he r mov e t o th e pigeon-hous e i s 
that i t i s too smal l fo r a  family. "Wher e o n earth, " ask s Adele , "wa s sh e 
going t o pu t Mr . Pontellie r i n tha t littl e house , an d th e boys? " (ch . 33) . 
There i s n o plac e i n Edna' s ne w lif e fo r eithe r he r husban d o r he r 
children. Whe n sh e tell s th e boy s abou t th e hous e durin g a  visi t t o 
Iberville, the y as k wher e the y an d pap a wil l sleep . Edna' s repl y i s tha t 
"the fairie s woul d fix  i t al l right" (ch . 32) . She is living in a  dream fro m 
which sh e awakens a t the end . 

At Edna' s dinne r party , give n o n he r twenty-nint h birthda y (Hedd a 
Gabler's age ) befor e sh e moves ou t o f Leonce' s house, she seems to b e in 
control o f he r life : "Ther e wa s somethin g i n he r attitud e .  . . whic h 
suggested th e rega l woman , th e on e wh o rules , wh o look s on , wh o 
stands alone " (ch . 30) . Bu t Chopi n goe s o n t o sa y that , a s Edn a sa t 
among her guests , 

she fel t th e ol d ennu i overtakin g her ; th e hopelessnes s whic h s o ofte n 
assailed her, which came upon her like an obsession, like something extra-
neous, independent o f volition. It was something which announced itself ; 
a chill breath that seemed to issue from some vast cavern wherein discords 
wailed. There came over he r the acut e longing which alway s summone d 
into her spiritual vision the presence of the beloved one, overpowering her 
at once with a sense of the unattainable. (Ch. 30) 

Edna seem s to have attained th e power t o make her own choices and th e 
freedom fro m interferenc e t o whic h sh e ha s aspired , bu t sh e feel s a n 
ennui and hopelessness ove r which sh e has no control an d i s full o f inne r 
discords. Sinc e her hopelessnes s seem s to deriv e from he r longin g fo r a n 
unattainable beloved , sh e is not th e regal woman wh o i s content t o loo k 
on and stan d alone . To comprehend wh y Edna i s so unhappy despit e th e 
progress sh e seem s t o hav e made , w e mus t retur n t o th e summe r a t 
Grand Isle . 

In addition to her wish to be free of authority and to follow her impulses, 
other desire s ar e arouse d i n Edn a tha t summer . A s w e hav e seen , th e 
young Edn a ha d craving s fo r intimac y an d lov e tha t expresse d them -
selves i n th e for m o f romanti c fantasie s abou t inaccessibl e men . Unde r 
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the influence o f Adel e Ratignolle an d Rober t Lebrun , thi s sid e of Edna' s 
nature reemerges , more highly eroticized than before . There are passage s 
suggesting no t onl y th e stirring s o f desir e i n relatio n t o Rober t bu t als o 
autoerotic feelings an d a  homoerotic attractio n t o Adele. Much ha s bee n 
made o f Edna' s sexua l awakening , an d I  d o no t wis h t o minimiz e it s 
importance, bu t th e reviva l o f he r romanticis m i s th e mor e significan t 
development, sinc e i t is the sourc e o f much o f her late r hopelessness an d 
inner discord . 

Edna's laten t romanticis m i s stirre d b y he r "nigh t i n a  dream " (ch . 
n ) . Tha t afternoon , "th e unaccustome d tast e o f candor " i n her conver -
sation wit h Adel e ha d "muddle d he r lik e wine , o r lik e a  first  breat h o f 
freedom" (ch . 7) . Edn a ha d neve r befor e opene d hersel f t o anothe r 
person. I n th e evening , Mademoisell e Reisz' s playin g furthe r liberate s 
her feelings , and sh e experiences a  pang of self-pit y a s she recognizes he r 
hopelessness abou t eve r fulfillin g he r dreams . Thi s i s followe d b y Rob -
ert's suggestio n tha t the y al l go int o th e wate r "a t tha t mysti c hou r an d 
under tha t mysti c moon" (ch . 10) , and, afte r havin g tried unsuccessfull y 
all summer , Edn a finally  learn s t o swim . Intoxicate d b y "he r newl y 
conquered power, " sh e want s t o "swi m fa r out , wher e n o woma n ha s 
swum before. " Rouse d fro m he r hopeles s resignation, Edna immediatel y 
begins to drea m o f great things . 

The clima x o f th e evenin g i s Edna' s conversatio n wit h Robert , i n 
which sh e wonder s i f "an y nigh t o n eart h wil l eve r agai n b e lik e thi s 
one" (ch . 10) . Robert exalt s her as a demi-goddess who has been selecte d 
by the spiri t wh o haunt s th e gul f an d fear s tha t perhap s sh e "wil l neve r 
again suffe r a  poor , unworth y earthlin g t o wal k i n th e shado w o f he r 
divine presence. " Feelin g hersel f t o b e th e objec t o f a  gran d passion , 
Edna experience s "th e first-felt  throbbing s o f desire " an d refuse s t o g o 
in a t Leonce' s command . Th e deliciou s impossibl e drea m fro m whic h 
she awakens when fatigu e force s he r to go to be d i s not onl y of freedo m 
but als o of romantic fulfillment . 

Edna reenter s he r drea m o f freedo m an d romanc e o n th e followin g 
day, when, under the aegis of the "mysti c spirit," sh e is borne away fro m 
the anchorag e i n whic h sh e ha d bee n hel d fas t i n chain s an d sail s t o 
Cheniere wit h Robert . The y fantasiz e abou t furthe r excursions , i n on e 
of whic h th e Gul f spiri t wil l direc t Edn a t o th e islan d wher e treasure s 
are hidden . Late r i n New Orleans , when storie s ar e bein g exchange d a t 
a dinne r party , Edn a tell s "o f a  woma n wh o paddle d awa y wit h he r 
lover on e nigh t i n a  pirogue an d neve r cam e back . The y wer e los t ami d 
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the Barataria n Islands , and n o on e eve r heard o f the m o r foun d trac e o f 
them fro m tha t da y to this" (ch . 24) . The narrato r tell s us that th e stor y 
is "a pur e invention" ; "perhap s i t was a  dream sh e had had. " 

The fantas y Edn a ha s wove n aroun d Rober t help s u s t o understan d 
why sh e i s s o distraugh t whe n h e goe s t o Mexico : h e ha s reawakene d 
her longin g fo r a  gran d romanc e an d the n lef t he r frustrated . Sh e ha s 
become s o emotionall y dependen t o n hi m tha t hi s departur e take s "th e 
brightness, th e color , th e meanin g ou t o f everything, " leavin g " a voi d 
and wilderness behind " (ch . 16) . Her "whol e existenc e [is ] dulled, lik e a 
faded garmen t which seem s to b e no longer worth wearing. " 

Edna's experienc e i n he r famil y generate d need s fo r freedo m an d fo r 
love. In youth , sh e deal s with th e conflic t betwee n thes e needs b y devel -
oping romanti c fantasie s abou t inaccessibl e men . When sh e marries , sh e 
gives u p he r fantasie s bu t remain s detache d an d become s passiv e an d 
resigned. Durin g th e summe r o n Gran d Isle , her need s fo r freedo m an d 
romance ar e bot h reawakened , an d the y becom e mor e intens e a s th e 
novel proceeds. Neither nee d can b e satisfied, sinc e Edna want s absolut e 
freedom an d a  gran d passio n tha t occur s onl y i n dreams . T o mak e 
matters worse , th e need s ar e i n conflic t wit h eac h other . Th e mor e 
obsessed Edn a become s with freedom , th e les s possible i t is for he r to b e 
emotionally boun d t o anothe r person . 

As a n adult , Edn a trie s onc e agai n t o reconcil e he r contradictor y 
needs throug h fantasy , bu t sh e doe s no t alway s succeed . O n he r happ y 
days sh e like s "t o wande r alon e int o strang e an d unfamilia r places . Sh e 
discovered man y a  sunny, sleepy corner , fashione d t o drea m in . And sh e 
found i t goo d t o drea m an d t o b e alon e an d unmolested " (ch . 20) . Sh e 
has here both th e solitude an d freedo m fro m interferenc e tha t sh e craves 
and dream s o f love through whic h sh e can escap e he r sens e o f isolation . 
There ar e unhappy days , however, "whe n i t did no t see m worthwhile t o 
be gla d o r sorry , t o b e aliv e o r dead ; whe n lif e appeare d t o he r lik e a 
grotesque pandemoniu m an d humanit y lik e worm s strugglin g blindl y 
toward inevitabl e annihilation . Sh e coul d no t wor k o n suc h a  day , no r 
weave fancies t o sti r her pulses and war m he r blood. " O n suc h days , she 
seems to be suffering fro m wha t Jake Horner call s cosmopsis, the cosmic 
view, which paralyzes he r a s it does him . 

Edna oscillate s betwee n losin g hersel f i n dream s an d feelin g tha t lif e 
is absurd. In a  way, she is a combination o f Emma Bovar y and Flaubert . 
Like Emma, sh e often feel s tha t lif e i s leaving it s promise unfulfille d bu t 
is repeatedly le d on b y youthful dreams . Like Flaubert , sh e is a detache d 
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observer wh o see s throug h th e illusion s an d follie s o f mankind . Ther e 
are time s whe n sh e look s a t lif e fro m a  ver y grea t distanc e indeed . Sh e 
remembers awakenin g afte r havin g give n birt h "t o find a  ne w littl e lif e 
to which sh e had give n being , added t o the great unnumbere d multitud e 
of soul s tha t com e an d go " (ch . 38) . Thi s i s a n extraordinar y reactio n 
for a  ne w mother . He r detachmen t her e i s perhap s close r t o Hardy' s 
than t o Flaubert's . 

Edna oscillate s als o betwee n seekin g freedo m an d independence — 
aspiring t o b e th e rega l woma n wh o look s o n an d stand s alone—an d 
feeling despai r becaus e o f he r "acut e longing " fo r Robert , whic h over -
powers he r "wit h a  sens e o f th e unattainable " (ch . 30) . Sh e become s 
increasingly desponden t despit e he r growin g liberatio n becaus e o f he r 
hopelessness abou t fulfillin g he r romanti c dreams . Edn a ha s n o inne r 
core, no self-realizing aspiration s that her freedom enable s her to pursue . 
Like th e shallow-livin g detache d peopl e who m Horne y describes , sh e 
needs externa l stimulation , perhap s eve n danger , t o dispe l he r ennui , fill 
her inne r emptiness , and mak e he r fee l alive . 

Although Edna' s romanti c dream s ar e a n expressio n o f he r nee d fo r 
love, sh e i s no t lookin g fo r th e kin d o f domesti c blis s tha t he r frien d 
Adele ha s found . T o he r th e "fusion " o f th e Ratignolle s i s repugnant , 
and sh e feel s tha t "domesti c harmony " suc h a s their s woul d brin g 
"an appallin g an d hopeles s ennui " (ch . 18) . Sh e pitie s thei r "colorles s 
existence," the "blin d contentment " tha t would neve r give them a  "tast e 
of life' s delirium. " Lik e Emm a Bovary , Edn a i s ofte n "restles s an d ex -
cited" an d want s "somethin g t o happen—something , anything " (ch . 
25). She pursues excitement by gambling at the racetrack an d associatin g 
with a  man lik e Alcee Arobin. I t i s only a  grand passion , however , suc h 
as she envision s wit h Robert , tha t ca n giv e he r a  tast e o f life' s delirium . 
Thus, despit e th e celebratio n o f he r impendin g freedo m a t he r birthda y 
dinner, sh e feels overtake n b y ennui . 

The aspec t o f Edna' s behavio r tha t I  have th e mos t difficult y under -
standing is her becoming involved with Alcee Arobin just after sh e learns 
from Mademoisell e Reis z tha t Rober t lef t becaus e h e loved he r an d tha t 
he is about to return. She responds to Arobin's kiss that evening , and sh e 
begins a n affai r wit h hi m th e nigh t tha t sh e moves ou t o f he r husband' s 
house. Nonetheless, she expects Rober t t o see k he r ou t "a t th e very first 
hour" o f hi s retur n an d t o expres s o r betra y "i n som e wa y hi s lov e fo r 
her" (ch . 33) . I  d o no t quit e kno w wha t t o mak e o f this . I n term s 
of rhetoric , Chopi n ma y b e emphasizin g th e speciousnes s o f Edna' s 
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romanticism b y havin g he r becom e involve d i n a  purel y physica l rela -
tionship with Arobin despit e the imminence o f Robert's return. But wha t 
is Edna's motivation? I s it simply an ungovernable craving for immediat e 
sexual gratification? Sh e has been sexually awakened , t o be sure, but he r 
needs thu s fa r d o no t see m t o hav e bee n overpowering . Ho w doe s sh e 
reconcile he r affai r wit h Arobi n wit h wha t sh e feel s t o b e he r exalte d 
passion fo r Rober t an d he r expectatio n tha t h e wil l declar e hi s love ? 
Thematically, he r relationshi p wit h Arobi n seem s t o paralle l Robert' s 
liaison wit h th e Ver a Cru z girl . I s Chopi n sayin g tha t i f me n ca n hav e 
casual se x whil e romanticall y devote d t o another , wome n ca n d o th e 
same? Is she attacking the double standard? Perhaps , but such a thematic 
reading doe s no t explai n Edna' s motivations . Doe s the prospec t o f Rob -
ert's return arous e he r fear s o f emotiona l closenes s an d dependency , an d 
does sh e nee d t o confir m he r sens e o f freedo m an d independenc e b y 
having an affair ? Whil e longing fo r unio n wit h Robert , doe s sh e need t o 
prove tha t sh e doe s no t belon g t o an y man ? Thi s ma y b e th e bes t 
explanation. 

In an y event , whe n Rober t return s i t seem s a t first  "a s i f [Edna's ] 
dreams [are ] comin g tru e afte r all " (ch . 33) . Sh e become s " a pre y t o 
despondency" whe n h e doe s no t cal l o n he r afte r thei r initia l reunio n 
(ch. 35) . The n sh e meet s hi m b y chance , boldl y declare s he r love , an d 
tries t o tak e possessio n o f him : "No w yo u ar e her e w e shal l lov e eac h 
other, m y Robert . W e shal l b e everything t o eac h other . Nothin g els e in 
the worl d i s o f an y consequence " (ch . 36) . Bu t sh e i s called awa y t o b e 
with Adel e durin g he r delivery , an d whe n sh e return s Rober t ha s lef t 
because h e love s he r to o muc h t o destro y he r standin g i n society . Edn a 
does no t commi t suicid e becaus e o f Robert' s departure , however , bu t 
because o f problems sh e would hav e had eve n i f he had remained . 

What happen s a t th e en d i s tha t Edn a awaken s fro m he r drea m o f 
freedom an d lov e an d feel s trappe d b y realit y an d he r inne r conflicts . 
Her suicide , like Hedda Gabler's , has many motives , serves many needs , 
and i s both a  triumph an d a  defeat . 

Edna's drea m o f freedo m i s shattered whe n Adele , afte r havin g ha d a 
difficult delivery , urge s he r t o "Thin k o f th e children . .  . . O h thin k o f 
the children ! Remembe r them! " (ch . 27) . Edna , o f course , ha s bee n 
trying t o forge t th e children . W e are tol d earl y o n tha t sh e i s not on e o f 
the mother-women , lik e Adele , bu t sh e i s drawn t o Adele , admire s her , 
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and cannot free hersel f entirel y from he r sense of maternal responsibility . 
This clashe s wit h he r nee d fo r freedom , whic h ha s becom e s o intens e 
that sh e ha s a  phobic reactio n t o anythin g tha t impinge s o n her . Whe n 
Dr. Mandele t ask s i f sh e wil l b e goin g abroa d wit h Leonc e whe n h e 
returns, sh e says , "I' m no t goin g t o b e force d int o doin g th ings . . . . I 
want to be let alone. Nobody ha s any right—except children , perhaps — 
and eve n then , i t seem s t o me—o r i t di d seem— " (ch . 38) . Edna' s 
bargain ha s bee n that i f she asked nothing o f anyon e else , no on e woul d 
have a  right t o as k anythin g o f her—henc e he r nee d no t t o b e beholde n 
to he r husband . Bu t onc e Adel e assert s th e right s o f th e children , Edn a 
can n o longe r maintai n he r clai m t o b e le t alone . " I don' t wan t any -
thing," sh e explains to Dr. Mandelet , "bu t my own way. That i s wanting 
a goo d deal , o f course , whe n yo u hav e t o trampl e upo n th e lives , th e 
hearts, the prejudice s o f others—bu t n o matter—still , I  shouldn' t wan t 
to trample upo n th e little lives." 

Edna's inne r conflic t ha s bee n indicate d b y the fac t tha t sh e i s draw n 
to bot h Madam e Ratignoll e an d Mademoisell e Reisz , wome n wh o em -
body opposit e solutions . Madam e Ratignoll e i s a  self-effacin g woman , 
whereas Mademoiselle Reisz has a self-assertive tempe r an d a  dispositio n 
to trampl e o n th e right s o f others . A t first,  Mademoisell e Reisz' s influ -
ence appears t o b e stronger; bu t sh e cannot ignor e Madame Ratignolle' s 
pleas t o thin k o f th e children , t o remembe r them . Whe n Dr . Mandele t 
says that sh e should no t hav e bee n a t th e delivery , Edna answer s "indif -
ferently," " I don' t kno w tha t i t matters afte r all . One has to think o f th e 
children som e tim e o r other " (ch . 38) . Sh e recognize s tha t sh e woul d 
eventually have had to confront he r maternal responsibilitie s an d resign s 
herself t o th e fac t tha t sh e coul d no t hav e brough t hersel f t o disregar d 
them. I t is her inability to free hersel f fro m he r sense of obligation t o he r 
children tha t prevents he r from soarin g above the level plain o f traditio n 
and prejudice . 

Even before sh e returns home to find Robert gone , Edna feel s doome d 
by he r determinatio n t o thin k o f th e children , whic h "ha d drive n int o 
her sou l lik e a  deat h wound " (ch . 38) . He r dilemm a i s tha t sh e ca n 
neither fre e hersel f o f he r responsibilitie s no r bea r th e feelin g o f bein g 
coerced b y them : "Th e childre n appeare d befor e he r lik e antagonist s 
who ha d overcom e her ; wh o ha d overpowere d an d sough t t o dra g he r 
into the soul' s slavery for th e rest o f her days " (ch . 39) . Edna's feeling o f 
enslavement is , in par t a t least , th e resul t o f he r hypersensitivit y t o an y 
form o f constraint, which has become intolerable to her. She has entirel y 
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lost he r capacit y fo r outwar d conformity . Th e childre n woul d interfer e 
with he r lif e no t onl y b y disruptin g he r plan s fo r a n independen t exis -
tence i n th e pigeon-hous e bu t als o b y deprivin g he r o f sexua l freedom : 
"She ha d sai d ove r an d ove r t o herself : 'To-da y i t i s Arobin; tomorro w 
it wil l b e som e on e else . I t make s n o differenc e t o me , i t doesn' t matte r 
about Leonc e Pontellier—bu t Raou l an d Etienne! ' "  Sh e feel s tha t sh e 
would b e indifferen t t o th e consequence s o f he r behavio r an d tha t 
Leonce's suffering  doe s no t matter , bu t th e childre n woul d b e sociall y 
stigmatized. Sh e decides "t o elud e them" b y committing suicide . 

As Edn a conceive s it , he r suicid e i s a  wa y no t onl y o f eludin g he r 
children bu t als o o f fulfillin g he r responsibilit y t o them . Durin g on e o f 
her conversation s wit h Adel e o n Gran d Isle , sh e ha d sai d tha t "sh e 
would neve r sacrific e hersel f fo r he r children , o r fo r an y one" : " I woul d 
give m y lif e fo r m y children ; bu t I  wouldn' t giv e myself " (ch . 16) . No t 
understanding Edna' s distinction , Adel e replie s tha t " a woma n wh o 
would giv e he r lif e fo r he r childre n coul d d o n o mor e tha n that. " Sinc e 
she identifie s he r "self " wit h th e freedo m t o follo w he r impulses , Edn a 
feels tha t i f sh e remaine d aliv e sh e woul d hav e t o sacrific e he r sel f fo r 
her children . B y sacrificing he r life , sh e will avoid th e unbearable feelin g 
of bein g enslave d an d wil l protec t he r childre n fro m th e sham e sh e 
would hav e brough t upo n the m i f sh e insiste d o n havin g he r ow n way . 
Neither the y nor Adel e will be able to reproach her . As she swims out t o 
her death , sh e think s o f Leonc e an d th e children : "The y wer e a  par t o f 
her life . But they need no t have thought tha t they could possess her bod y 
and soul " (ch . 39) . 

One reason why Edn a commit s suicide , then, i s that, i n her society , if 
she behave s a s sh e like s sh e wil l har m he r children , an d sh e canno t 
resolve he r inne r conflic t betwee n th e nee d t o b e absolutely fre e an d th e 
need t o fulfil l he r responsibilitie s a s a  mother . I t i s importan t t o recog -
nize, however, that i f Edna had possessed the courageous soul that dare d 
to def y th e dutie s o f motherhood , o r i f sh e ha d live d i n a  societ y i n 
which he r sexua l behavio r woul d no t hav e harme d he r children , sh e 
would stil l hav e bee n trappe d b y he r conflictin g need s fo r freedo m an d 
love. He r romanti c fantasie s woul d stil l hav e collapsed , leavin g he r t o 
face th e prospec t o f continue d lonelines s an d despondenc y i n a  serie s o f 
meaningless liaisons . Ther e ar e n o socia l change s tha t coul d resolv e 
Edna's psychological problems . 

It i s not onl y he r drea m o f freedo m fro m whic h Edn a awaken s a t th e 
end bu t als o he r drea m o f romanti c love . Robert' s departur e i s a  blow , 
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of course, but sh e knows tha t h e stil l loves her. The decisive factor i s her 
realization "tha t th e da y woul d com e whe n he , too , an d th e though t o f 
him would mel t ou t o f he r existence , leaving her alone " (ch . 39) . This i s 
the realizatio n sh e fail s t o hav e whe n Rober t leave s fo r Mexico—tha t 
her infatuation s ar e no t th e gran d passion s sh e think s the m t o b e an d 
that they will al l go the way of dreams . She tells Robert tha t they will be 
everything t o eac h other , tha t nothin g els e i s o f an y consequence , bu t 
her visio n o f thei r relationshi p coul d neve r hav e bee n actualized . Befor e 
she knows tha t Rober t ha s left , sh e tells Dr . Mandele t tha t sh e wants t o 
be le t alon e an d tha t sh e does no t wan t anythin g bu t he r ow n way . He r 
detachment i s the mos t powerfu l forc e i n he r personalit y an d i s hardl y 
compatible wit h he r romanti c drea m o f merge r wit h he r lover . He r 
freedom i s more importan t t o her than anythin g else . 

After Edn a return s t o fin d Rober t gone , she becomes desponden t an d 
plans he r suicide . She is so disenchanted an d paralyze d tha t ther e i s "n o 
one thin g i n th e worl d tha t sh e desire[s] " (ch . 39) . Ever y desir e seem s 
either futil e o r i n conflic t wit h another . Suicid e provides a n escap e fro m 
her inne r conflict s an d externa l pressures , whil e givin g he r a  sens e bot h 
of freedo m an d righteousness . Althoug h sh e i s drive n t o i t b y he r di -
lemma, she has the illusion o f choice . 

Edna seem s t o experienc e committin g suicide , i n par t a t least , a s a 
triumph, a s a fulfillment o f her desire s for freedo m an d love . There ar e a 
number o f image s o f freedom . Dislikin g th e confinemen t o f clothing , 
like man y detache d people , sh e throw s of f he r "unpleasant , prickin g 
garments," stand s "nake d unde r th e sky, " an d feel s lik e a  "new-bor n 
creature" (ch . 39) . A s sh e swim s out , sh e think s "o f th e blue-gras s 
meadow tha t sh e ha d traverse d whe n a  littl e child , believin g tha t i t ha d 
no beginnin g an d n o end. " Th e meado w i s associate d wit h he r flight 
from he r father' s coercion . Instea d o f bein g narro w an d restrictive , lik e 
her everyda y world , th e meado w seem s t o presen t a  limitles s expanse . 
In thi s respect , i t resemble s th e se a i n whic h sh e i s immersin g herself . 
As exhaustio n begin s t o overcom e her , sh e hear s th e voice s o f repres -
sion (he r fathe r an d he r siste r Margaret ) an d "th e barkin g o f a n ol d 
dog tha t wa s chaine d t o th e sycamor e tree. " Sh e ma y b e remindin g 
herself throug h thes e image s o f confinemen t o f th e enslavemen t sh e i s 
escaping. 

Edna's merger with the sea i s presented a s a  kind o f eroti c fulfillment : 
"The touc h o f th e se a i s sensuous , enfoldin g th e bod y i n it s soft , clos e 
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embrace" (ch . 39) . The se a i s a  love r wit h who m sh e ca n b e alon e an d 
unencumbered. I t offer s he r th e combinatio n o f solitude , freedom , an d 
union tha t sh e requires becaus e o f her inne r conflicts . Sh e has found thi s 
combination befor e onl y i n he r fantasies , on e o f whic h recur s a s sh e 
hears "th e spur s o f th e cavalr y officer " jus t befor e sh e drowns . Thi s 
seems to sugges t tha t sh e dies with a n illusory sense not onl y of freedo m 
but als o of romantic fulfillment . 

Edna als o experience s committin g suicid e a s a  defeat . Sh e imagine s 
that Mademoisell e Reis z would laugh , perhaps eve n sneer , a t her "i f sh e 
knew"—if sh e knew, presumably , tha t Edn a wa s killin g hersel f becaus e 
she lacke d "th e courageou s sou l tha t dare s an d defies " (ch . 39) . Edn a 
despises hersel f becaus e sh e canno t actualiz e he r idealize d imag e o f 
herself a s the woma n wh o goe s where n o othe r ha s gone , who ca n soa r 
above th e leve l plai n o f traditio n an d prejudice . Sh e i s caught , a s w e 
have seen, in a crossfire o f conflicting shoulds : if she lives up to the inne r 
dictates o f her detached solutio n sh e will hate herself fo r tramplin g upo n 
the littl e lives , bu t i f sh e doe s he r dut y a s a  mother sh e wil l hat e hersel f 
for allowin g hersel f t o b e enslaved . Sh e trie s t o escap e he r self-hat e b y 
committing suicide , an d sh e partiall y succeeds , bu t sh e canno t hel p 
imagining th e trul y unencumbere d woman , Mademoisell e Reisz , 
sneering a t her . 

In a  relativel y brie f novel , Kat e Chopi n ha s create d a  remarkabl y ric h 
mimetic portrai t o f her heroine. She has grasped Edna' s conflicting need s 
and portrayed he r behavio r with considerable subtlety . At the same time, 
she ha s presente d a  bewilderin g pictur e o f Edn a i n term s o f plo t an d 
rhetoric. Sh e seem s confuse d abou t th e natur e an d meanin g o f he r 
heroine's story . He r confusio n ma y b e partl y th e resul t o f Edna' s com -
plexity, whic h escape s he r consciou s understanding , bu t i t i s als o th e 
result o f he r psychologica l conflicts . I  a m speakin g her e o f th e implie d 
author, th e Chopin we infer fro m th e text . 

Like he r heroine , Chopi n oscillate s betwee n detached , self-effacing , 
and aggressiv e tendencies . Th e detache d sid e o f Chopi n sympathize s 
with Edna' s desir e fo r freedo m an d independence , celebrate s he r rebel -
lion agains t th e constraint s impose d b y marriage , family , an d he r femi -
nine role , and mock s Edna' s dream s o f romanti c lov e and he r deceptio n 
by th e fres h promise s hel d ou t t o he r b y he r youth . He r aggressiv e sid e 
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is aligne d wit h he r detachment . Sh e seem s t o criticiz e Edn a fo r no t 
having th e courag e t o trampl e o n th e right s o f others , includin g he r 
children, whe n tha t i s what sh e mus t d o i n orde r t o gai n he r freedom . 
Her self-effacin g sid e is expressed i n he r admiratio n fo r Madam e Ratig -
nolle, throug h who m sh e insist s o n Edna' s materna l responsibilities , i n 
her repeate d suggestion s tha t Edna' s capriciousnes s i s misguide d an d 
immature, an d i n he r sympath y wit h Edna' s longing s fo r lov e an d 
merger. 

Chopin canno t resolv e th e conflic t betwee n thes e tendencies , an y 
more tha n ca n Edna , an d sh e i s ambivalen t towar d al l o f them . Sh e i s 
attracted t o bot h Madam e Ratignoll e an d Mademoisell e Reisz , bu t sh e 
is als o critica l o f eac h fro m th e poin t o f vie w o f th e opposin g solution s 
they represent . Sh e i s als o ambivalen t towar d Edna' s demand s fo r free -
dom an d he r desir e t o follo w he r passin g caprices . Sometime s sh e pres -
ents Edna's impulsiveness a s a sign that sh e is being true to herself, while 
at other time s she seems aware o f how compulsive an d self-destructiv e i s 
Edna's nee d fo r absolut e freedo m an d ho w littl e happines s sh e derive s 
from he r increasin g independence . Whil e presentin g he r heroine' s stor y 
as on e o f a  woman's liberation , sh e seem s to kno w tha t Edn a i s in dee p 
psychological trouble an d tha t sh e cannot find  he r way ou t o f it . 

Because o f he r inne r conflicts , Chopi n create s a  themati c moras s ou t 
of which sh e cannot find  her  way. From a n aggressive perspective Edna' s 
rebellion doe s not go far enough , bu t from a  self-effacing on e it goes to o 
far. Th e drea m o f freedo m fro m whic h Edn a awaken s whe n fatigu e 
forces he r to go to bed i s described a s "grotesque " a s well as "delicious " 
(ch. 12) . When Leonc e remonstrates wit h Edn a fo r spendin g s o much o f 
her tim e i n he r atelier , Edn a replies : " I fee l lik e painting . .  . . Perhaps I 
shan't alway s fee l lik e it. " "The n i n God' s nam e paint! " say s Leonce , 
"but don' t le t th e famil y g o t o th e devil " (ch . 19) . Thi s i s not , o n th e 
face o f it , unreasonable . Leonc e wonder s i f hi s wif e i s "no t growin g a 
little unbalance d mentally. " Althoug h Chopi n dismisse s thi s b y sayin g 
that h e "coul d no t se e tha t sh e wa s becomin g herself, " Chopi n ha s 
allowed Leonc e to give expression t o some of her ow n misgivings . 

Chopin's ambivalence s ar e wha t mak e th e novel , an d especiall y th e 
ending, ope n t o s o man y conflictin g interpretations . Sh e mock s Edna' s 
fantasies, but , lik e Flaubert , sh e empathize s wit h th e protagonist' s ro -
mantic aspiration s eve n a s sh e satirize s them , an d sh e sympathize s wit h 
Edna's frustration s eve n thoug h the y ar e th e frui t o f he r folly . Unlik e 
Flaubert, sh e takes pit y o n he r heroin e an d grant s he r a  deat h i n whic h 
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her craving s fo r lov e an d freedo m ar e fulfilled , i f onl y fleetingly , i n he r 
erotic unio n wit h th e sea . Bu t sh e cannot resis t introducin g Edna' s fear s 
that Mademoisell e Reis z i s sneerin g a t he r an d als o th e bir d wit h th e 
broken wing tha t i s "reeling , fluttering, circlin g disabled down , dow n t o 
the water" (ch . 39) . 


