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Title: The Awakening
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Author: Kate Chopin

Nationality: American

Author’s Birth/Death Dates: February 8, 1850 – August 22, 1904

Distinguishing Traits of Author:
Chopin was born as Catherine O’Flaherty in 1850 to an Irish father and a Creole mother. After Chopin’s marriage in 1870, she lived in Louisiana with her husband and six children. She began to participate in many women’s rights movements but did not consider herself a suffragist or feminist. She was also part of a literary circle that focused on risqué topics such as interracial relationships, women’s infidelity, and sexuality. We can see that Chopin’s life was greatly reflected in The Awakening through Edna, especially because she was a woman of independent thought. After the publishing of the novel, it was blacklisted by many conservationists because of its content, and was not revived until a century later as a feminist novel. Chopin died in her home in 1904 from a cerebral hemorrhage.

Setting:
The novel takes place in the late 19th/early 20th century. This was when women’s rights activists were on the rise. The Seneca Falls Convention was held and Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton promoted women’s suffrage through an equal rights association during this time period. Although there was so much action for equal rights, women were still treated as subordinates to men (especially their husbands).

Mr. and Mrs. Pontellier are on a summer vacation in Grand Isle. It is very casual, and there is an overarching feeling of indolence because of the slow pace of the island. This is when Mrs. Pontellier begins to feel like there is something wrong with the way she is living.

The setting shifts to New Orleans, Louisiana in Chapter 17. Here, Edna’s changes become much more apparent and dramatic, possibly because it is not as laid-back as Grand Isle.

Later on in Chapter 29, Edna moves out of her husband’s house and into her own. She calls it the Pigeon House. It may be named after a bird, because Edna herself is represented by birds in the novel. A bird house is typically a place where birds can come and go as they please instead of being confined to a cage the way a pet would. This is parallel to the way Edna now has the freedom to do as she wants in her own home.

Occasionally, Edna visits her children who now live in the countryside. Iberville appears to be a place where Edna has her spirits lifted for the duration of her stay. It serves as an escape from her dilemmas and emotional/spiritual conflicts.

Plot Summary:
The Awakening takes place in 1899 in New Orleans. The first setting of the novel takes place in Grand Isle with the main Character Edna. Edna is not a native Creole but is from the south and is Presbyterian. At the beginning it is summer at Grand Isle and all the wives, their children, and their husbands (who come on the weekends are vacationing). Edna is one of these wives, and is the main character of the story, who is married to a Creole husband Leonce Pontellier.  This summer is the summer that Robert Lebrun, a young man who chooses a woman to stay with all summer, chooses to be with Edna. Edna and Robert enjoy each other’s company and they talk and listen to each other, while Leonce and Edna have a cold relationship with each other.  Edna spends most of her time with Adele and Robert. Adele is the typical perfect woman and wife who is completely opposite from Edna, but Edna does admire many things about her.

Robert and Edna have a simple friendly relationship during the beginning of the summer but as the days progress they become closer and closer. Robert, being a courtly man does not express any serious feelings towards Edna but Edna seems to be taking him somewhat seriously. Edna begins to sketch during the summer even though she isn’t that great at it but still desires to improve herself. Through the beginning of the novel during Edna’s stay at Grand Isle, Edna begins to awaken and “realize her position in the universe as a human being” (13). With this she also learns how to swim and becomes excellent at it. Adele begins to notice that Edna is taking Robert seriously and warns Robert but Robert just plays it off. At a dinner before the end of summer Robert acquaints Edna with Mademoiselle Reisz , the pianist, whom Edna admires and has a strong attraction towards. Before the summer is finally over Edna does go out with Robert to Mass where she sleeps and has another little awakening regarding her body as a human being. Then she figures out that Robert is going to leave to Mexico and she becomes devastated.

Once summer comes to a near end, Edna moves back to the city with her husband and children, there in the city Edna starts to understand and discover herself more. She no longer feels a connection to her home and her status as a wife and begins to do things that please her. She no longer stays home every Tuesday for the callers to arrive and begins to neglect house duties to develop as an artist. This enrages her husband, but she stays in power and does not submit to him.  Leonce believes that there is something wrong with the mental state of his wife that he visits Doctor Mandelet to get some help and receive some advice. After telling the Doctor about his situation with his wife, Leonce discloses that Edna no longer sleeps with him, and the Doctor assumes that there must be some other man involved.  When the Doctor visits he hopes that Edna is not involved with Alcee Arobin. Edna’s father then comes over and they do not get along very well and her father gets mad at Leonce for being too lenient with Edna after she rejects the invitation to her sister’s wedding.
Leonce decides that he will not be controlling over Edna and allows her to do as she pleases. When he leaves for vacation Edna is left home alone because her kids were sent away to their grandmother. Edna enjoys being home alone and begins to discover herself more and starts to look at things in a different perspective. She visits Mademoiselle Reisz often and figures out that Robert has been sending her letters and not any to Edna which he had promised to do so making Edna slightly depressed. Edna starts to go to the races where she meets Alcee Arobin. Alcee and Edna become very playfully intimate and Edna ends up sleeping with Alcee, the womanizer. Edna does not feel any remorse for her actions and realizes the difference between lust and love but feels regret that she had slept with Arobin whom she did not truly love.

While Leonce is still gone Edna accumulates enough money to live on her own which she truly desires. She finds a place by the name of the pigeon house and begins packing and getting ready to move in. She informs her husband and he is outraged but does his best to cover their reputation in the newspaper. Before she leaves to the pigeon house she has a huge dinner where she invites a good amount of her friends. One day when Edna is at Reisz living quarters she encounters Robert and is outraged that he had come back without her knowing. But she doesn’t show it and moves on but on the inside she is devastated. She begins to go to find solace in a garden in the suburbs where she encounters Robert again and this time takes him to her home to eat.
At her home Robert and Edna truly express their love for each other, but Edna is the first to do so. Robert had loved her all along and knew that it was not right for him to do so since she was a married woman. After expressing their love Edna leaves to Adele’s where Adele is giving birth to a child. Edna becomes appalled by this and Adele reminds her to think about her children before she does anything. When Edna returns home she finds that Robert isn’t there and becomes sad.

Edna then in the end returns to Grand Isle for one last time and goes for a swim. She removes all of her garments and beings to swim. In the sky there is a bird with a broken wing. Edna begins swimming farther and farther to the point where she dies.
Characters:
Edna Pontellier - Edna is the protagonist in the novel. She already start off in the novel as having the slightest opposition toward her husband, and in the end becomes an independent woman. This novel is centered around her growing independence, sexual and sensual desire, intellectual maturation, and self-discovery. She often described by people to be “rather handsome than beautiful” (6). Her masculine appearance overshadows her feminine side and sets her apart from typical women. Her husband, however, sees her as “a valuable piece of personal property” (4). He does not care for her opinions and feelings, but more about his financial status and social standing. As Edna continues to develop, she is often compared to a bird. She is a foil to Adele’s character as a mother-woman and she at first is repulsed by things that are the slightest bit grotesque. She tends to do things that are very bold and daring, such as “swim[ming] far out, where no woman had swum before” (33). These actions of boldness often characterized the way she would act before thinking it through. She also tends to act without thinking of the consequences it might have on her family and friends, such as when she missed her sister’s wedding and called it “one of the most lamentable spectacles on Earth” (77). Later on, Edna becomes interested in Victor’s flirtation encounter (instead of being repulsed by it). When she returns from Grand Isle almost everyone notices that “she doesn’t seem like the same woman” (71). Edna’s sketching reflecting her development as a character. At first it was very light and was only for fun. Later, they developed significantly enough for her to sell. She is often  compared to an animal, especially when she is called a “beautiful, sleek animal waking up in the sun” (81). This waking up and the sleekness signifies a rebirth or renewal of Edna. She is at her peak and her pinnacle when she hosts a dinner party before moving to the Pigeon House. She is dressed regally and elegantly like a queen. Later she develops a relationship with Alcee. But she learns that “it was not the kiss of love which had inflamed her, because it was not love which had held this cup of life to her lips” (97). She had indentified the difference between love and lust when it comes to Robert and Alcee. Throughout the novel, she also often comes into an encounter with an expectations versus reality moment. Even though she imagines a brilliant future with Robert, she realizes that that is not what she wants and that it will become like her former life with Leonce. Instead of staying with Robert when they confess their love for each other, she leaves to help her friend. Everyone keeps telling her to remember the children, but she sheds society’s standards and wades out into the ocean.

Leonce Pontellier - Leonce is Edna’s husband. He often sees her as a possession instead of a person. Although he is carefree and lets her talk to Robert as much as she wants, he craves attention and scolds her when he does not get it. He is a very traditional man, but is very lenient compared to Edna’s father, the Colonel. Even though he seems to be very lenient and not strict, he cares about his social standing and his reputation in society. When Edna moves out, “he was simply thinking of his financial integrity” (108). This represented his materialism and his lack of care for Edna.

Robert Lebrun -Edna’s true love throughout the journey of the novel. He is the reason she claims for her awakening. Robert listens which surprises Edna and is the reason why she falls for him. He possesses a chivalrous and courtly love between each woman at the Island who he sticks to. Many of the women even himself do not take his actions seriously, but Edna ends up doing so. He moves to Mexico to do business causing Edna to become depressed for a while, but he becomes her fantasy and infatuation. Robert however is just like the men of the time. He understands the importance of reputation and he too desires a wife to fulfill the wifely duties of a wife. He falls for Edna but realizes that she is “‘not free; [and is] Leonce Pontelliers wife” (107). He runs off to Mexico to keep himself away from Edna realizing the importance of tradition and society. He knows that he cannot have Edna because society shuns it. He conforms to the standards of society and Edna later realizes this. Robert does not understand Edna and her awakening even though she claims that he was a force that prompted it.


Adele Ratignolle - Edna’s friend who is the foil of her character. Adele is the typical classical demure wife. She follows the wifely duties, and the rules that society has put upon her towards her being as a wife.  She has a great relationship with her husband and holds her children as the most important to her heart. She is a little more outspoken as a Creole which Edna admires, and is somewhat of a push factor in her awakening. She too does not understand Edna but fears that Edna will do something far and unconventional for the woman of that era. She warns Edna’s character towards the end of the novel when she is giving birth to “Think of the children Edna!”(111). 
Colonel - Edna’s Father-  A strict Colonel with a great reputation. He despises Edna’s new behavior and thinks that Leonce is not doing enough to tame his wife. He is an alcoholic and possesses a hot temper. In a way he is the foil of Leonce’s character because Leonce is “‘ too lenient’” with Edna (71). He is a character that gives Mr. Pontellier a sense that he should stay lenient with Edna because the Colonel maybe was the one who “coerced his own wife into her grave” (71). He is the character that gives a deeper understanding to the reason why Edna might have just married Pontellier without any thought. 
Mademoiselle Reisz - Reisz is the pianist that first makes Edna sobs. She seeks her out and makes sure Edna has her address in New Orleans. Later, Edna often visits her home whenever she felt conflicted or particularly confused by her decisions. She acted as Edna’s mentor and somehow understands her. Especially when she says she “should never deem a man of ordinary caliber worthy of my devotion” (94). She is similar to Edna in a way that they she can relate, although it’s a much stronger opinion toward men.

Doctor Mandelet - Probably the only person in the novel that understands Edna, hence he is a doctor. Once Pontellier describes the situation of his wife’s current mental state to the Doctor the Doctor does have a slight hunch that there must be a man involved. And after he joins them at a dinner he does take note of Edna’s change in behavior and states that he “‘hope[s] it isn’t Arobin’” (71). The Doctor is the only sense of understanding in the novel as a character and his thoughts and actions supply as a source of foreshadowing throughout the novel. 


Alcee Aroban - He is the representation of Edna’s lust throughout the second half of the novel. He is a womanizer and is known to seduce married women. Although Edna appears to be one of the victims, she seems to be the only one of those women who has everything under control. She knows what she is getting from Arobin and does not demand anything past sexual encounters. After they have sex for the first time, he doesn’t find her the next morning in tears. He appears to be so experienced at his advances that “he was no doubt prepared for any emergency, ready for any one of the foregoing attitudes, just as he bent himself easily and naturally to the situation which confronted him” (98). He is experienced and has done this numerous times before Edna.

Symbols:
Birds - He is the representation of Edna’s lust throughout the second half of the novel. He is a womanizer and is known to seduce married women. Although Edna appears to be one of the victims, she seems to be the only one of those women who has everything under control. She knows what she is getting from Arobin and does not demand anything past sexual encounters. After they have sex for the first time, he doesn’t find her the next morning in tears. He appears to be so experienced at his advances that “he was no doubt prepared for any emergency, ready for any one of the foregoing attitudes, just as he bent himself easily and naturally to the situation which confronted him” (98). He is experienced and has done this numerous times before Edna.

Ocean  - The Ocean in this novel symbolizes the chance and hope for a possibility for anything to happen. The Ocean is a place of solitude that is vast and uncharted, almost like the mind of Edna. In the beginning of the novel, Edna receives a part of the first stage of her awakening at Grand Isle. When she is out one night she is pondering and notes that “ The voice of the sea is seductive; never ceasing, whispering clamoring, murmuring inviting the should to wander for a spell in abysses of solitude” (13). The ocean in this case symbolizes the chance and vast possibility for her to ponder and discover herself. The ocean is the first place that she finally swims in, it is the chance given to her to discover not only that she can swim but that she has the possibility of possessing a strong potential as an independent woman. In the end of the novel she returns back to the sea and also notes once again that “ The voice of the sea is seductive; never ceasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, inviting the soul to wander for a spell in abysses of solitude”(115). It is the chance for Edna to think about who she is, it is the mind state of Edna, it symbolizes the vast choices that she can choose based on her state of mind. And she returns to it one more time to see if she can revive herself in the end.
Clothing - Clothing represented society and its expectations in this novel. When Edna went to sleep at Antoine’s, she “loosened her clothes, removing the greater part of them” (43). This was the very beginning of her awakening, and her shedding off her clothing is symbolic of her removing society’s standards. At the very end of the novel, before she steps into the water, she “[leaves] her clothing in the bath-house” (132). This was her final shedding of society’s standards before she left everything behind.

Motifs:
Sleeping - The motif of sleeping and waking up is repeated throughout the story. After Léonce comes home at eleven at night, awaking his wife insensitively and telling her to check on the kids, Edna is “thoroughly awake” and that is the first time that her awakening begins (6). It is the first time she realizes she is unhappy with her marriage although similar situations have happened before in the past. Furthermore, after her awakening, Doctor Mandelet observes how she has changed. He says that she “reminded him of some beautiful, sleek animal waking up in the sun” (70). Sleeping is connected to her past life of being submissive and oppressed by the convention of society, while waking up is her actual awakening. After waking up, she is a new person, with new eyes and a different view of the world. She can see her own independence and value as an individual, not a possession. 

Sketching - The motif of sketching reflected Edna’s growing individuality. When she was on Grand Isle, her sketches were very casual and light-hearted. She did it in her spare time and took nothing about it. When she moved back to New Orleans, she continued to sketch and took it much more seriously. She practiced, asked others for opinions, and even sold them for profit in order to afford the Pigeon House. When her sketches were very casual, it was still the beginning of her self-discovery. Later on, as they improved and “[grow] in force and individuality”, she also progresses in her self-discovery (92).


Materialism - Because of the time era and the class that Edna and her family falls into, Material ism is a heavy influence. In the novel, the idea of materialism does not simply apply to material objects but extends to other things such as humans and in this case Edna. At the beginning of the novel at Grand Isle Leonce looks “ at his wife as one looks at a valuable piece of personal property”(2). His wife becomes a materialistic object to him. Mr. Pontellier does not look at his house as being a home but tends to walk “ about his house examining various appointments and details, to see that nothing was amiss. He greatly valued his possessions, chiefly because they were his, and derived genuine pleasure from contemplating about a painting”(50). This demonstrates the heavy influence of materialism of the time period since Leonce is the typical man of the era who indulges in the same things that society does.
Archetype:
Mother-woman - Adele is characterized as a mother-woman. She is the epitome of a “mother-woman” and the type of person who “idolizes their children, worshiped their husbands, and esteemed it a holy privilege to efface themselves as individuals and grow wings as ministering angels” (11). In other words, she is the foil of Edna’s character. She is constantly caring about her husband and her children and even tries to remind Edna to “think of the children” until the very end of the novel (127).


Womanizer - Alcee Arobin is the womanizer in this story. He is the only man who is presented as one who does not follow the conventional restraints of society such as Robert and Leonce do. Alcee deceives married woman to the point where he “often even deceived even himself” in order for them to sleep with him (77). He has no care what people think of him and he does not care about the emotional state of the women he sleeps with after he sleeps with them. Alcee as a womanizer who sleeps with Edna enhances her character and defines her power in her relationships.
Cleanser - Water is an archetype as a cleansing agent. When Edna rests at a stranger’s house, she “bathed her face, her neck and arms in the basin that stood between the windows” with water (36). After she wakes up, she feels refreshed and like a new person. The water was like a tool in her awakening, washing off the “dirtiness” of her old self, and bringing forth a clean, new person. When she wakes up, the “whole island seems changed” (37). Water, symbolizing rebirth, transforms Edna into a new person as she goes through her awakening. 

Allusions:
Last Supper - The novel alludes to the Last Supper, when Jesus and his eleven disciples ate the night of Jesus’s death. An event that Edna holds her final evening in Léonce’s house, “she had counted upon an even dozen seating themselves at her round mahogany board” and “there was something in her attitude, in her whole appearance when she leaned her head against the high-backed chair and spread her arms, which suggested the regal woman, the one who rules, who looks on, who stands alone” (89). It symbolically shows that she is getting ready to leave her old life and her old attitude. It is her final evening living that way before moving to the “pigeon-house” with a new life. Just as it is before Jesus’s death, the supper that Edna holds is before the death of her old self.

Madonna - The novel alludes to Madonna as Madame Ratignolle is being described. Edna looks at her as “she might look upon a faultless Madonna” (10). It connects to the painting of “Madonna and Child”, bringing out womanliness and motherly love that she has for her children. As Madame Ratignolle is compared to Madonna, it emphasizes her perfect image as a traditional Victorian wife, putting her children and husband before herself. She possesses the nurturing and tender qualities that a mother has, just as depicted in the painting.


Emerson - A transcendentalist thinker who wrote the famous piece “ Self Reliance”. Edna is seen during her first night alone “ in the library after dinner [reading] Emerson” (73). Edna is finally alone in this scene and reading Emerson contributes to her awakening. Emerson believed in independence for all people. He wrote that people must be self reliant and be independent as a way to prosper. Since this novel deals with Edna awakening with the desire to become an independent person, the Allusion to Emerson ties in perfectly towards the characterization of Edna becoming an independent person.
Themes:
Sexism
       
A theme that occurs in The Awakening is Chopin’s criticism of sexist ideals that were present during her time. In the beginning of the novel it is very apparent that men are free to do as they please while the wives of the families were expected to be obedient and mind their own business. Leonce even goes so far as to see Edna as a valuable possession. As such, it is evident that a double standard was existent and always in play; Edna was expected to submit to the will of her husband at all times despite her inner nature telling her otherwise. It is only after Edna’s awakening that Chopin uses her as a counter to the sexist ideals of late nineteenth-century society.

       
Sexism is also strongly apparent during the many interactions between Robert and Edna. Robert, despite having strong feelings for Edna, still believes that she is a lesser person that is in need of comfort and sympathy. This is evident in how Robert treats Edna with great disregard when he reveals the contents of a book she is reading, stating that he wanted to save her the time of reading the novel itself. His actions normally would have been considered harsh and extremely rude, but under the sexist pretense of their time it was completely acceptable.

       
Sexism ultimately reveals itself, rather subliminally, however, through its presence in marriages during Edna’s time. Marriages in The Awakening tend to be extremely superficial and empty; this is evident in how Adele and Leonce are always reminding Edna to mind her reputation. Leonce is free to do as he pleases; in a normal society his actions would have deemed him an outcast; however, because he is a man, his actions are acceptable while women like Adele must keep a far stricter outlook on their own social acceptability.

Alienation and Loneliness
       
Alienation and loneliness as a result of self-expression as a woman are a key theme that is implemented in The Awakening. As Edna begins to understand the negative nature of her life’s status more and more clearly, she begins to become more isolated by her thoughts and long moments of pondering. Her thoughts point her towards what her heart really desires, leading her to a level of self-expression that society does not accept, contributing to Edna’s state of loneliness.

       
  The thematic element of loneliness takes its presence most strongly in Mademoiselle Reisz. An individual who broke the norms of society by remaining unmarried and choosing to pursue her musical interests with a passion inexperienced by most other women, Reisz is alienated and seen as a abnormal individual as a result. Analogous to Edna’s situation, Reisz is a tool used to foreshadow Edna’s fate as she continues to search for who she really is.

       
Edna ultimately chooses the path of loneliness and alienation by herself by refusing to sacrifice her freedom of self-experssion and determination. Although she received many warning and many requests to change back to the mindless doll she was, Edna understands the value of her freedom and instead chooses to alienate herself; because she has experienced the joy of limitless freedom, Edna knows that nothing is worth giving herself up for-not even her own children.


Freedom

Freedom is something that is highly valued and is defined by the ability to make our own decisions.

When Edna and Leonce return from Grand Isle, she does not stay at home for callers on Tuesdays. Her husband scolds her for being so negligent to her duties, but she ignores his comments and feels that she does not need to listen to him. Her rebellious attitude characterizes her freedom to do what she wants and her growing individuality.

Edna refuses to sleep with her husband, and it is so unusual to him that he goes to see the doctor about the situation. Instead, she sleeps with Alcee Arobin later on and enjoys it much more. She gives in to her lust at this point and does what she wants, not what society would deem moral.

Edna moves out to the Pigeon House without telling her husband beforehand. She saves up the money on her own and moves all her belongings with the help of Alcee Arobin. No longer tied down by her husband or even society in general, she is now an individual living on her own.

Quotes:
• “Goodby—because I love you” (129).

• “Think of the children, Edna. Oh think of the children! Remember them!” (127).

• “I would give up the unessential; I would give my money, I would give my life for my children; but I wouldn’t give myself” (55).

• “The voice of the sea is seductive; never ceasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, inviting the soul to wander for a spell in abysses of solitude; to lose itself in mazes of inward contemplation” (13).

• “She put her arms around me and felt my shoulder blades, to see if my wings were strong, she said. The birds that would soar above the level plain of tradition and prejudice must have strong wings. It is a sad spectacle to see the weaklings bruised, exhausted, fluttering back to earth” (83).


Distinguishing Traits of the Work:
The Awakening is very unique in its bold approach at criticizing both how women were treated during her time and also how women were incapable of expressing themselves. The novel utilizes a great deal of indirect messages and symbols in a masterful way to strongly imply that women should have every right to discover who they truly are without having to suffer under the oppression of societal chains and bindings.

       
The novel is also very powerful because of how at the same time it warns of the potential consequences of so openly defying the ways of society- even going so far as to imply death as a consequence. Edna chooses to pursue not only her mental awakening, but also her sexual awakening, effectively cheating on her husband and choosing to reject societal norms. She commits suicide in the end of the novel for an ambiguous reason- also contributing to the unique and powerful message that Chopin is trying to relay- that one should choose their own fate and have every right to experience self-discovery.

