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			Kate Chopin (1850–1904) lived a life which was both conservative and unconventional for a woman of her time. Born Catherine O’Flaherty, in St. Louis, Missouri, of Irish immigrant and French American parentage, she was raised a Catholic and grew up bilingual, speaking English and French in a strongly pro-Confederate household. She received an impressive education (unusual for girls in the mid-nineteenth century), firstly from her great-grandmother, Victoire Verdon Charleville, and then from the Sisters of the Sacred Heart, where she studied a range of subjects including French, History and Science.She also read avidly, including Goethe, Scott, Austen, the Brontë sisters and Dickens. After these intellectual beginnings Catherine married the cotton broker Oscar Chopin at the age of 20, then gave birth to six children in nine years. The couple lived in New Orleans, Louisiana, before moving to Cloutierville after Oscar’s business failed. Cloutierville is in Natchitoches Parish and was founded by Enslavement plantation owner Alex Cloutier; the community is home to Louisiana Creole people today. At Cloutierville Oscar bought a general store and the family lived in a mansion built by enslaved people.

			Never one to conform to expectations, Chopin smoked cigarettes (one of her late short stories is ‘An Egyptian Cigarette’) and moved in bohemian circles. She rode horses astride rather than side-saddle and dressed flamboyantly (she was known to have raised her skirts higher than decorum allowed). Chopin was also outspoken in her critiques of both her social and literary milieux. Her diary records:

			How immensely uninteresting some ‘society’ people are! That class which we know as Philistines. Their refined voices, and refined speech which says nothing – or worse, says something which offends me.

			Chopin was widowed at only 32, following Oscar’s death from malaria. Left with $12,000 worth of debts and the responsibility of raising six children aged from three to 11 on her own, she assumed management of his business and settled the debts. At her mother’s suggestion, she returned to her hometown of St. Louis to improve her children’s schooling and social life.

			The Route to Writing

			From her first extant literary publications in 1889, Chopin’s prodigious output lasted until the publication of her novella, The Awakening. She began to write as a therapeutic means of coping with the deaths of first her husband and then her mother within a short space of time and proved to be hugely successful, producing short stories, novels, poems, stories for children, literary translations, reviews and articles. The Awakening is noteworthy for representing the ways in which the life of a late nineteenth-century, white, upper-class woman diverges from prevailing social codes and expectations of feminine behaviour – much as Chopin’s own life might be said to have done. Yet The Awakening also reveals narrative fault lines in its emancipatory representation, particularly in terms of the racial realities of late nineteenth-century America and literature.

			Chopin began writing The Awakening in 1897 and it was published by Herbert S. Stone & Company, Chicago on 22 April 1899. As a side note, residents in Chopin’s St. Louis neighbourhood had campaigned against a Hepzibah Home for ‘fallen women’ in the street in 1897, perhaps auguring the moral climate facing The Awakening and its negative reception two years later. Although today considered a literary milestone, indeed an iconoclastic feminist work, The Awakening caused a national scandal on first publication. A much-repeated myth developed of it being banned from libraries. This endured until the 1990s when it was disproved by her major biographer Emily Toth, who stated ‘My inquiries showed that there is no documentary evidence for the banning’. The only mention of a ban is in 1902, when The New York Times states that the work was removed from the shelves of the Public Library in Evanston, Illinois, along with other books deemed morally unsuitable. 

			After the unfavourable reception of The Awakening, its disheartened author ceased her prolific output. Moreover, her final collection of short stories, A Vocation and a Voice, was turned down by Stone. The last story published in her lifetime was ‘Polly’ in Youth’s Companion in 1902. The same magazine posthumously published ‘Her First Party’ in 1905, seven months after Chopin’s death from a cerebral haemorrhage in August 1904.

			A Woman of Her Times?

			To trace Chopin’s literary life is to plot a course through momentous changes in nineteenth-century American history. The timeline runs from the Indian Appropriations Act and the Indian Reservation Era to the Civil War period (secession, confederacy, abolition of enslavement), the post-bellum transformations of the South during Reconstruction, the erosion of free black people’s rights under Jim Crow laws and segregation and through to female suffrage campaigning, accompanied by agitation for equal paid employment, temperance, contraception, education and independence from domesticity. These epochs of epic cultural and political shifts in American life contour Chopin’s fiction and shape her consciousness – alongside those interlocking social categories of race, sex, gender, religion and class. 

			The Awakening focuses upon a Protestant American heroine, 28-year-old Edna Pontellier. Descended from Kentucky plantation lineage, she is the wife of Léonce, a Catholic Creole businessman. The marriage of Edna and Léonce is described as ‘purely an accident’ hastened by the ‘violent opposition of her father and her sister’ to her marrying a Catholic, a description that indicates Edna’s enjoyment of flouting convention. The tale is set during one summer in which the Pontelliers, who live in New Orleans, are holidaying at Grand Isle with their two children, Etienne and Raoul. Edna becomes friends with Madame Adèle Ratignolle, who has lived around Creole people all her life. She exposes Edna to an emotional openness that triggers the latter’s ‘awakening’ as she becomes attracted to Robert Lebrun. Her experience at Grand Isle restores Edna to her artistic passions, especially in drawing and music; it also emboldens her bodily awareness as at last she masters swimming.

			As a result of the holiday, the Pontelliers drift apart and Edna moves out of the family home. To avoid committing adultery with Edna, Robert decides to leave and travels to Mexico. In his absence Edna conducts an affair with the local roué, Alcée Arobin. When Robert returns, he tells her that he can only view Edna as belonging to her husband, a concept she defiantly rejects: ‘I am no longer one of Mr. Pontellier’s possessions to dispose of or not. I give myself where I choose’. As she cannot have Robert and can no longer bear to stay in her marriage, Edna ends her own life by swimming out to sea.

			Literary Voices

			Chopin’s fiction is notable for representing the conflict and tensions between her female protagonists’ inner desires and the restrictions imposed on them by social expectations. She offers a release valve for fantasies and the forbidden – inflected by the southern Gothic genre, featuring destitute plantations, cosmopolitan cities, bayou swamps and sultry holiday arcadias – in order to represent submerged issues such as domestic violence, unexplained disappearances, hauntings, murder, alcoholism, adultery and divorce. As Elaine Showalter notes, New Orleans became a post-Civil War literary hub in which a growing number of women wrote fiction, edited newspapers and periodicals and convened and circulated in literary salons. Chopin deftly negotiated the arenas of reception for her work in her choice of editors and publishers and in corresponding with critical reviewers and the reading public. She astutely directed her writing to magazines, children’s fiction, journals and short story collections, tailoring her subject matter to her entrepreneurial understanding of the market.

			Chopin’s work has been classed as fiction depicting ‘local colour’ – a category in American literature that emerged in the post-bellum period and remained popular until the end of the nineteenth century. Its popularity was due in no small part to its narrative mixture of nostalgia, folksiness, idiosyncrasies of vernacular and dialect, and its portrayal of regions deemed distant and distinctive – such as the New Orleans context. However, corresponding to the ‘local colour’ in The Awakening is the lack of concern to depict ‘people of colour’ with anything but superficial, dismissive and racialising subjection.

			Her exposure to influential European fiction and its taboo topics of the fin-de-siècle helped to develop Chopin’s approach to representing controversial material. She acknowledged the influence of Guy de Maupassant’s stories, which she translated into English throughout the 1890s.

			Here was a man who had escaped from tradition and authority, who had entered into himself and looked out upon life through his own being and with his own eyes; and who, in a direct and simple way, told us what he saw. (Seyersted, 1969)

			However, The Awakening perhaps more accurately articulates the view of George Egerton, her Australian-born, British-domiciled contemporary, that a woman’s unique sphere of writerly influence is to represent ‘the terra incognita of herself, as she knew herself to be, not as man liked to imagine her’ (Gawsworth). Indeed, The Awakening might be said to be anti-marriage, as the protagonist Edna finds increasingly finds marriage to be a state of being duped out of a fulfilled life.

			Portrait of a Marriage

			Throughout the majority of the book, Edith and Léonce are referred to as Mr and Mrs Pontellier, constantly underscoring the marriage contract that is eventually dissolved by Edna’s incremental ‘awakening’ to its masquerade. She comes to perceive it to be an arrangement that cements inequalities for women, a form of biological entrapment into maternity and motherhood. The Pontelliers are portrayed as a couple living in emotionally separate spheres. Mr Pontellier provides an arresting insight into their estrangement: 

			He thought it very discouraging that his wife, who was the sole object of his existence, evinced so little interest in things which concerned him, and valued so little his conversation.

			Such a perception emphasises how the male character’s awareness is limited by his ego – in a work notably written by a woman who, after having become a widow at an early age, lived outside the institution of marriage. Léonce cannot imagine why his wife might behave as she does. For him it is an inconvenience. This thought leads into his critique of Edna’s mothering, ‘her inattention, her habitual neglect of her children’, which, the narrative voice explains, ‘would have been a difficult matter’ for him to define. Léonce’s conclusion is clear: ‘his wife failed in her duty toward their children’. Yet, as Chopin’s narrative voice informs the reader, ‘It was something he felt rather than perceived’. The sole evidence for this charge is based upon his observation that if the children hurt themselves playing, they did not rush to obtain comfort from their mother but recovered on their own and continued to play. In contrast to Pontellier’s negative assessment, readers might decide such an approach benefits the children by preparing them to be independent, resilient individuals. 

			Men’s power to cast doubts upon women’s sanity in order to curtail assertions of independence is unnervingly present. ‘When Doctor Mandelet dined with the Pontelliers on Thursday, he could discern in Mrs Pontellier no trace of the morbid condition which her husband had reported to him.’ Furthermore, in contrast to the controlled existences of women, male characters possess much greater freedom of mobility: travel, business, club life and sports all take them far beyond women’s restricted spheres.

			Chopin’s gradual disentangling of her heroine from the intricate mesh of marriage is related through a narrative that reveals how little the characters understand themselves, their motivations and the means to act upon their desires. After Pontellier’s ritual of criticism directed towards Edna, we are informed of her distress. ‘She could not have told why she was crying. Such experiences as the foregoing were not uncommon in her married life.’ However, this particular nocturnal episode in chapter three marks a turning point:

			Some unfamiliar part of her consciousness filled her whole being with a vague anguish. It was a shadow, like a mist passing across her soul’s summer’s day.

			For Chopin, the defeat of the Confederates produced a generation of failed Southern men. As depicted in her novel At Fault (1890), men were no longer equipped to succeed in post-bellum life; she constructs their doomed sense of ‘honour’ as a concept out of step with society, leading to destruction and irrelevance in the increasing industrialisation of the South. In The Awakening she contrasts Edna’s extra-marital interests, Robert and Alcée, as polar opposites: the gentleman versus the cad, the man of honour versus the immoral seducer. Léonce, however, remains a pragmatic, even dogmatic, non-romantic husband. 

			Taboo Topics

			Fears over the immoral power of fiction were not new. However, in the wake of sexology and suffragette challenges to the sexual double standard, a category of ‘sex fiction’ – as some of Chopin’s and her contemporaries’ fiction became labelled – gained prominence in the closing decades of the nineteenth century. Chopin’s work represented the transgression of the decorum, modesty and feminine respectability expected of the separate spheres of female and male roles of the period. Her stories featuring adulterous sex (‘The Storm’), inherited syphilis (‘Mrs Mobrey’s Reason’), a cross-class rural sexual awakening (‘A Shameful Affair’) and miscegenation and hidden heredity (‘Désiree’s Baby’) evince how Chopin gravitated to taboo topics concerning women’s sexuality. It highlights how the short story form, its economy and single narrative thread, was evolving into the means by which women writers could represent female psychologies in provocative and compelling ways, unsettling the assumed verities about acceptable feminine behaviours.

			Colonial Consequences

			Chopin’s background was a result of the fraught history of colonisation and dispossession that constitutes the post-Columbian world and its overlay of languages, cultures and peoples in the crucible of the United States. The enslavement plantation system, in which African people were chattel, not accorded the status of human, was the norm of her formative years. She was born into a region indigenous to the Osage, Miami, Sioux and Haudenosauneega (also called Iroquois) First Nation peoples, and before them the Mississippeans. Yet Chopin’s work is oblivious to registering the pre-existing presences of First Nation peoples upon whose lack of freedom and violent dispossession the modern nation state was built, even as she registers a periphery of the complex plantation history in an era when enslavement was a direct living memory.

			Chopin’s works are populated with the multi-ethnic and racial demography of Louisiana in the post-Civil War period: French-speaking Creoles descended from early French and Spanish colonisers, French Arcadians who had migrated from Canada, African Americans, Native Americans, racially mixed people and ‘Americans’. The demographic of racial and ethnic intermixing was one with which Chopin was familiar. In The Awakening unglossed French and Spanish languages show the intersections of southern Creole culture. Edna, who knows only English, is often unable to understand conversations between the families at Grand Isle, reinforcing her partial perspective of her surroundings as she becomes increasingly fixated on her own inner desires.

			Race

			Chopin had been a staunch Confederate, with all that that entailed to benefit southern white women. Notably Edna’s lineage is described by the vocabulary of colonial bloodlines: ‘She was an American woman, with a small infusion of French which seemed to have been lost in dilution.’ Edna has married into Creole society, but her origins are bound up in the context of plantation heritage. While Chopin wrote four works that explicitly centralise depictions of black Americans, all of American literature, as Toni Morrison reminds us, is fashioned by ‘the shadow that is companion to this whiteness’.

			Morrison’s manifesto of reclamation must frame any reading of works by writers such as Chopin today. As kidnapped Africans and their descendants built the nation, so does their unacknowledged presence haunt white writers’ texts. Chopin’s At Fault portrays the legacy of sadistic Robert McFarlane’s brutality towards his enslaved plantation workers. Richard H. Potter concludes of this first major work by her:

			In presenting scenes of white brutality, integration and black defiance, Mrs. Chopin was flirting with issues that would not become acceptable subjects in American fiction for another half century. For such scenes to appear in 1890 is not only unusual but remarkable. 

			He goes on to say:

			Unfortunately, Mrs. Chopin does not resolve or exploit the dilemmas implicit in the incidents. She presents the scenes without consciously attempting to pass judgment on either the system or the persons involved. Still we can infer that on a subconscious level, at least, she must have been concerned with such issues because they appear in her work. 

			However, as neo-millennial critics have resoundingly proved, Chopin does employ derogatory racist descriptions and representations. In so doing she reinforces a status quo which fails to recognize black characters as human, despite registering complexities of racialisation. Her second major work, Bayou Folk (1894), centralises black characters in 15 of the 23 stories. Yet in ‘A Shameful Affair’ (1892), Chopin clearly differentiates her male protagonist farmhand from any non-Caucasian racialisation.

			He was young, and brown, of course, as the sun had made him. [italics added] He had nice blue eyes. His fair hair was dishevelled. His shoulders were broad and square and his limbs strong and clean.

			In ‘Carvanelle’ (1895), the condescendingly cruel and narcissistic narrator reveals her racist stereotyping of a shopkeeper’s black servant as she tries to imagine her life, noting ‘Pouponne, as they called her, mumbling and grumbling through habit, and serving them as faithfully as a dog through instinct’. The name reappears in The Awakening. Edna ‘did not linger to discuss class distinctions with Madame Pouponne’, going instead to another grocers. Chopin thus echoes certain characters’ names across more than one work in different capacities. In so doing she produces certain links that serve to subtly alter perceptions from one story to another.

			Colourism

			The racialising terminology is, of course, what Morrison exposes as the lack of ‘the responsibility of specificity, accuracy, or even narratively useful description’ of black people’s lives. The pernicious hierarchy of colourism and hypodescent are embedded in The Awakening. The servant who looks after the Pontelliers’ children is not even viewed as a fully present human. She is first referred to as ‘A quadroon nurse followed them about with a far-away meditative air’ and ‘The quadroon nurse was looked upon as a huge encumbrance’. There is no indication of the selfhood, individuality or name of this woman who serves the household and raises the Pontellier children – an absence reinforced by the use of the definite and indefinite articles in front of the racially marked references to her, such as ‘the quadroon had vanished’. 

			Furthermore, the black woman and the working-class woman serve the white woman Edna’s art as objects of study. 

			The quadroon sat for hours before Edna’s palette, patient as a savage while the house-maid took charge of the children… But the house-maid, too, served her term as a model.

			A chilling reminder occurs when Edna visits Iberville with her children and is casually described as taking them ‘to see the pigs and the cows, to look at the darkies laying the cane’ – as though the workers are on a par with the animals, and she is raising her children to view them so. Another of Edna’s servants serves a decorative function, with the reference to ‘a light-coloured mulatto boy, in dress coat, bearing a diminutive silver tray’ evoking the ‘black-a-moor’ paintings in which black children were rendered as accessories, displays of white people’s wealth. An ‘old mulatresse’ who sleeps ‘her idle hours away’ echoes a racist stereotype of laziness which is differentiated from Edna’s dreaminess, indolence and interiority, the chrysalis state of her liberation.

			While The Awakening explores the possibilities for a married mother’s emancipation from the stifling social protocols in myriad ways, black women are on the fringes of Chopin’s narrative. Referred to pejoratively and racially marked, they are objects of service for the efficient maintenance of her household regime and her release from labour to pursue her artistic life.

			Resistances

			With the racist register of ‘mulatto’ and ‘quadroon’ reproduced and unproblematised, Chopin confirms how her radical eye for gender differences does not extend to representing characters of African descent as anyone but objects of compliant service. There is no narrative interest in the interior lives of black or mixed-race people. However, there are three instances of characters displaying friction against their roles. Whether or not they are written to reinforce the racist stereotypes of idleness, untrustworthiness or infantilisation imposed upon black people at the time The Awakening was produced, there is an edge to the smooth functioning of this world. It is identifiable in the quadroon’s ‘far-away meditative air’, in the jolting, interruptive clatter of Madame Lebrun’s sewing machine treadle, operated vigorously by a ‘little black girl’, that fractures the conversation between Robert and his mother; later in the book the same character is described as ‘the little negro girl’ who sweeps ‘with long, absent-minded strokes’. These characters as ‘companion to this whiteness’ (Morrison) appear to possess a sense of self, an inner world separate from their servitude to which today’s readers will be attuned. 

			Rarely is a non-white character given a voice. However, the Griffe nurse (a person of mixed African and Native American ancestry) who attends the delivery of Madame Ratignolle’s baby reprimands her for claiming that she has been abandoned (‘“Neglected, indeed!” exclaimed the nurse’) to underscore the actual comfort in which Adèle gives birth. For the contemporary reader it reminds us of the reverse experiences of legions of black and poor women – even as the reality of the entrapment of biology in childbearing was, by and large, insurmountable for late nineteenth-century women across the class spectrum and an inescapable constraining factor in all women’s lives.

			The New Woman

			A key social phenomenon in American women’s social and cultural history was the emergence of the New Woman figure at the nineteenth century fin-de-siècle. As an independent woman, usually without a husband, the New Woman was the product of political organising in terms of suffrage, social and technological modernity, greater access for women to education and equality in paid work. To highlight woman’s social inequality to man, reformers focused upon the public arena of law and politics (which discounted women) and the private sphere of sexual labour in terms of her unpaid duties as wife and child bearer/rearer. Critiques of marriage questioned the basis of sexual relations that perpetuated an arrangement based upon the exploitation and dependency of women upon men, irrespective of class. Although Chopin did not specifically align herself with suffrage politics or the New Woman, her belief in strong independent women shows affinity with both the reactionary and progressive elements that the New Woman represents. Her works seek to detach female identity from a solely inevitable endpoint of wedlock and motherhood. 

			A whole genre of literature was produced in which the New Woman provided a key protagonist. As Ann Ardis identifies, ‘Over a hundred novels were written about the New Woman between 1883 and 1900’, thereby rendering political concerns of many women at the time to the status of literary artefact – containing the debate within the imaginative realms of fiction. In this the New Woman figure, an agent of represented social change, is shifted from the real, thereby disallowing her to become commonplace, an expected social manifestation of actual womanhood. Perhaps this is one interpretation that could be offered for Chopin’s choice of ending to The Awakening?

			Black women’s experiences in the United States were also constitutive of the New Woman’s identity but almost entirely absent from white authors’ New Woman texts. White American suffrage grew out of demands for women’s rights; it was a political movement in a society founded upon the structures of white supremacy. The effect of abolitionism on women’s rights campaigns offered white women a politicised role that did not define them solely in terms of marriage and motherhood. However, racial justice was not part of their campaigning for the vote.

			Women’s Sexuality

			The sexual double standard was contested by the New Woman in fiction as well as in politics. Male predatory and promiscuous sexual behaviour needed to be challenged and fashioned into respectful virtue, even as the prerogative of women for passion and a sexual life to be acknowledged. Fiction such as The Awakening reconfigures the nineteenth-century ideology of female domestic submissiveness and sexlessness first projected by the ideal of the ‘Angel in the House’. Maternity as the major arena of Edna’s life is decentralised, even ambivalently rendered in The Awakening. Female eros and sexual desire and its fulfilment are centralised. Chopin creates two adulterous opportunities for Edna: in her romantic but unconsummated love for the morally upright Robert and in her consummated sexual passion with the licentious Alcée. Both Madame Ratignolle and Mademoiselle Reisz function as friends who encourage and enable Edna’s assertion of independence, although they adhere to conventional positions in which the female is subject.

			Chopin does not shy away from representing women’s physical lives through Alcée’s caresses, Edna’s sensual enjoyment of swimming or in references to Adèle Ratignolle’s fecundity: ‘About every two years she had a baby. At that time she had three babies and was beginning to think of a fourth one. She was always talking about her “condition”.’ The object of Edna’s infatuation, Robert, is the feminised man who is accepted into the Grand Isle women’s circle; he even joins in a discussion about pregnant women’s dietary predilections, which embarrasses Edna. The narrative notes that from the age of 15 Robert has been ‘the devoted attendant of some fair dame or damsel. Sometimes it was a young girl, again a widow, but as often as not it was some interesting married woman’. How is this attentiveness to be interpreted? Is he predatory, parasitic or chivalrous?

			Inner Lives

			While Chopin’s narrative style is realist, it is also built around the dreamy reveries and interiority that enable the reader access to Edna’s conscious and unconscious state that characterise modernist writing. Chapter six opens with a typical indication.

			Edna Pontellier could not have told why, wishing to go to the beach with Robert, she should in the first place have declined, and in the second place have followed in obedience […] A certain light was beginning to dawn dimly within her.

			This omniscient narrative technique, created by a female author who does not identify the sex of her narrator, functions as a strategy to remind readers that their access to the character’s thoughts is more informed than the character’s knowledge of herself. It also serves to make a greater point about the dawning of self-awareness and the transformative re-education that the character is undergoing. This is summarised by Chopin as follows:

			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.

			Nature

			Chopin’s omniscient narrative voice creates an alluring, siren-like power in her descriptions of the sea, foreshadowing Edna’s ultimate suicidal immersion. 

			The voice of the sea is seductive, never ceasing, whispering, clamouring, murmuring, inviting the soul to wander for a spell in abysses of solitude, to lose oneself in mazes of inward contemplation. The voice of the sea speaks to the soul. The touch of the sea is sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft, close embrace.

			The primordial ocean from which prehistoric life on earth first emerges is symbolically associated with Edna, the mother character who has given birth (and given life) but who chooses to bring hers to an end. In Chopin’s other tale of maternal self-sacrifice, ‘Désiree’s Baby’, the mother walks through a deserted field of stubble that tears ‘her thin gown to shreds’ and disappears into the reeds of ‘the deep, sluggish bayou’, never to return. Edna removes her clothes ‘to stand naked under the sky’, then swims further and further out until ‘the shore was far behind her, and her strength was gone’. In creating these unsettling endings for her heroines in acts of self-disappearance, Chopin interrupts the socially imposed cycle determining women’s lives. On the one hand they are stories of women unable to escape patriarchal oppression; on the other they are aligned with the uncompromising natural landscape which, while altered by settler environmental destruction, remains untamed.

			Reception

			Just what was it that so inflamed Chopin’s contemporaries to reject The Awakening, ensuring that it remained out of print for 50 years? Although reviews were resoundingly negative, a few unexpected supporters of the book did emerge. The local St. Louis elite ladies’ Wednesday Club notably invited her to their Reciprocity Day programme – open to all women’s clubs in St. Louis – and did not censure her depiction of an adulterous woman. Willa Cather denounced its theme as ‘trite and sordid’ while praising Chopin’s writing style. The whole host of pejorative descriptors that were employed to deride it in contemporary press reviews (‘treacherous’, ‘demon’, ‘a morbid book’, ‘a decidedly unpleasant study of a temperament’, ‘gilded dirt’, ‘an essentially vulgar story’, ‘unhealthily introspective’) demonstrate the degree to which The Awakening was considered to have transgressed appropriate boundaries in representing a married woman who is unfaithful. The public censure ironically ignores the book’s treatments of female functioning traditionally hidden in literature, especially pregnancy and childbirth. 

			The critical predisposition of attributing autobiographical content to women’s writing is a well-trodden critical path, notwithstanding D.H. Lawrence’s advice to ‘never trust the teller, trust the tale’. While Chopin held what might be considered forthright views about women’s sexual and social potential in late nineteenth-century America, she did not remarry, was discreet about her private life and did not declare support for suffrage or women’s rights. The Awakening is regarded as a classic novella of feminist American literature, yet the very particular and narrow angle at which it approaches women’s oppression must be acknowledged. 

			The identification of two institutions, marriage and enslavement, as systems of oppression opened spaces of affinity collectively to challenge white male supremacy within the anti-slavery movement. Edna refers to her children as ‘her soul’s slavery’ which, while an insensitive and hardly appropriate comparison, indicates the ways in which enslavement has permeated language and psyches. In the South the condoning of racism by white women’s organisations became integral to winning the right to vote for white women. African American women’s suffrage was further impelled by the fight against segregation and its prohibitions on black citizenship and public life. Black women not only had to endure the consequences of enslavement, but also the added oppression of the cult of womanhood and its model of dependence, purity and submission. The recognition of working women was all but negligible while the condition of black women was ignored. It is against such a backdrop that The Awakening’s fashioning of a woman’s consciousness must be considered. In denying a comfortable ending Chopin leaves her reader with a trajectory of episodes, the death of a protagonist upon whom hopes were pinned and an overarching, unanswerable question of ‘why’?
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			A green and yellow parrot, which hung in a cage outside the door, kept repeating over and over: 

			“Allez vous-en! Allez vous-en! Sapristi! That’s all right!” 

			He could speak a little Spanish, and also a language which nobody understood, unless it was the mocking-bird that hung on the other side of the door, whistling his fluty notes out upon the breeze with maddening persistence. 

			Mr. Pontellier, unable to read his newspaper with any degree of comfort, arose with an expression and an exclamation of disgust. 

			He walked down the gallery and across the narrow “bridges” which connected the Lebrun cottages one with the other. He had been seated before the door of the main house. The parrot and the mocking-bird were the property of Madame Lebrun, and they had the right to make all the noise they wished. Mr. Pontellier had the privilege of quitting their society when they ceased to be entertaining. 

			He stopped before the door of his own cottage, which was the fourth one from the main building and next to the last. Seating himself in a wicker rocker which was there, he once more applied himself to the task of reading the newspaper. The day was Sunday; the paper was a day old. The Sunday papers had not yet reached Grand Isle. He was already acquainted with the market reports, and he glanced restlessly over the editorials and bits of news which he had not had time to read before quitting New Orleans the day before. 

			Mr. Pontellier wore eye-glasses. He was a man of forty, of medium height and rather slender build; he stooped a little. His hair was brown and straight, parted on one side. His beard was neatly and closely trimmed. 

			Once in a while he withdrew his glance from the newspaper and looked about him. There was more noise than ever over at the house. The main building was called “the house,” to distinguish it from the cottages. The chattering and whistling birds were still at it. Two young girls, the Farival twins, were playing a duet from “Zampa” upon the piano. Madame Lebrun was bustling in and out, giving orders in a high key to a yard-boy whenever she got inside the house, and directions in an equally high voice to a dining-room servant whenever she got outside. She was a fresh, pretty woman, clad always in white with elbow sleeves. Her starched skirts crinkled as she came and went. Farther down, before one of the cottages, a lady in black was walking demurely up and down, telling her beads. A good many persons of the pension had gone over to the Chênière Caminada in Beaudelet’s lugger to hear mass. Some young people were out under the water-oaks playing croquet. Mr. Pontellier’s two children were there – sturdy little fellows of four and five. A quadroon nurse followed them about with a faraway, meditative air. 

			Mr. Pontellier finally lit a cigar and began to smoke, letting the paper drag idly from his hand. He fixed his gaze upon a white sunshade that was advancing at snail’s pace from the beach. He could see it plainly between the gaunt trunks of the water-oaks and across the stretch of yellow camomile. The gulf looked far away, melting hazily into the blue of the horizon. The sunshade continued to approach slowly. Beneath its pink-lined shelter were his wife, Mrs. Pontellier, and young Robert Lebrun. When they reached the cottage, the two seated themselves with some appearance of fatigue upon the upper step of the porch, facing each other, each leaning against a supporting post. 
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